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Wiiters, ‘both Tibetan and western, have in: the:'l:iast p;bjecgeﬂ
an ‘image of Tibet that is not only deceptive but also harmful to
the Tibetan cause — the romantic and mystical image of Shangri- .
1q;t\yvhgre lamas fly- like. birds, where ‘everyoné is religious and
everyone is happy. While there is some truth in:such a view, it
does exaggerate one aspect of Tibet-at. the exclusion of other,
disturbing elements. For example, Tibetans who wrote. books
in the: past bave shown a masterly evasion of the feudal character
of Tibet. Chinese propaganda has skilfully exploited this évasion,
playing upon the-universal ignorance of the true nature.of the old -
feudalism’ 2nd people have been left with a one-sided picture.
i+ -Ever since 1950 no neutral or independent observer.has been
allowed. into Tibet, and so the Chinese view has remained un-
‘disputed. In this respect Tibet is very different from Vietnam:or
Bangladesh. Mao’s Tibet has become far more forbidden 2 terri-
tory -than.was the Dalai Lama’s. So far only confirmed ‘pro-
Chinese Communist journalists and a few delegations from
friendly Communist countries have been permitted to visit Tibet,
and these visits are organized with the utmost caution. Special
‘areas.are selected for visits, and interviews are stage-managed —~
through a Chinese interpreter — with model interviewees
thoroughly schooled for the purpose. B

-~ Thus during the '5o’s the world was virtually left to guess
what-was-happening on its ‘roof’, occasionally helped by con-
‘flicting: travellers’ tales from the. Himalayan borders. However,
since 1959, some: Tibetan. refugees have tried to fill the gap,
butunfortunately most of them have swung to the othier extreme.
The accounts, appear- exaggerated’ and inaccurate. .Many. have
indilged ‘in;-chéap pame-calling, without understanding China’s
ns:or her sophisticated strategy.to subjugate Tibet.
usﬁed with either view, As 1-talked about Tibet
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with Naxalites (Indian Maoists who were at the peak of their
‘revolutionary activities’ when I first went to university in India),
I found the conventional Tibetan explanations quite inadequate,
and the Chinese views too one-sided. Under such circumstances
I felt 1 should try to write a book that simply unfolded what
really went on in Tibet. The fact that I was ncither a lama nor an
aristocrat helped such an attempt. The wisest course, I decided,
would be to start the whole analysis afresh by journeying back to
a possible beginning and find out for myself, first, how our family
lived under the Tibetan regime and, second, how we reacted to
the Chinese ‘liberation’ from 1950 till the time we left Tibet.

Throughout the present book I have attempted to tell the
truth as [ see it, without taking sides and without watering down
my views. Yet Isoon learned, even before finishing the book, that
the subject was one that aroused people’s passions. For instance,
in June 1972 I began cditing an unofficial monthly in English
called Tibetan Review. Though reasonably restrained, the Tibetan
government-in-exile was always displeased with my ‘rude and
un-Tibetan attitude’, as manifested in the Review. The inevitable
showdown came only three months after I became editor, when
a ‘hard-hitting’ editorial erupted into what appeared to the more
simple Tibetan as a cosmic controversy. The editorial earned
official Indian displeasure and Tibetan wrath.

‘What angered the Tibetans most was an obvious implication
of ‘criticism’ against His Holiness the Dalai Lama. “The Tibetan
leadership in exile,” I had written, ‘tends to be more interested
in spirtual pursuits than in the mundane affairs of a people who
is gasping for its national existence.” And what displeased India
was my earnest exposure of her hypocrisy, challenging in no
uncertain terms the assertion by the Foreign Minister, Swaran
Singh, that there was no parallel between the situations in
Bangladesh and Tibet. Had it not been for the freedom of the
press in India I would have been put in prison.

Evenalter the Dalai Larma’s personal intervention in my favour,
the controversy continued for four months, during which time
I had literally to hide. Meanwhile rumours circulated freely that
1 was a Chinese spy (a favourite accusation made against Tibetan
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immigrants), a Christian covert, a Communist, an atheist, an
jconoclast, and whatnot! The Tibetan inquisitors in Dharamsala,
where the Dalai Lama resides, accused me specifically of ‘criti-
cizing’ (with its Tibetan connotation of blasphemy) His Holiness
the Dalai Lama, the Buddha of Mercy, and of ‘sabotaging’ Indo-
Tibetan relations upon which ‘depended the future hope of
Tibet'. The innocent and wild Tibetans in India, Nepal and
Bhutan were, literally, after my blood. Mass meetings were held
everywhere in Tibetan colonies to decide how to deal with me.
The controversy nearly cost my life, and only the Dalai Lama’s
intervention saved me,

Despite this controversy, I have never had any preconceived
notions or ‘themes’ to prove or disprove; anyone looking for
contradictions will find plenty in the book, What I have done is
to listen carefully and patiently to whatever our family members,
my ‘mother in particular, had to say about the past, and then
made my own interpretations and comments on the particular
matters on their own home grounds. In the case of basic institu-
tions — like the legal systems which our family came up against —
and which had a universal application in Tibet, I studied other
cases from different parts of the country to verify ours. This was
also my method over the important Chinese initiatives in Tibet.

Obviously, since it was impossible to put everything about
Tibetan society into one book, I have had to choose what to
include. The criteria for selection have been political importance
and human interest. I have been exceptionally fortunate in having
a family that had experienced almost all the basic and questionable
aspects of Tibetan life, and because of our ill-defined class status
(by Communist Chinese reckoning we were ‘lower middle
peasant’), we were able to experience and see many different
walks of life. Thanks to the Jack-of-all-trades nature of our
family, 1only rarely had to go outside the limit of my family’s
experiences,

Can T come to any definite conclusion from our limited
experience of Communism? When in 1969 1 went to Delhi
University and joined St Stephen’s College, to my surprise I
found the very people from whom we escaped a decade ago
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right next door. In fact my college proved to be the centre of
the Naxalites’ activities. They uttered the same jargon, had the
same convictions, and they held identical views to the Chinese
Communists. In fact, one of their popular slogans was: ‘China’s
way is our way; and China’s Chairman Mac our Chairman.’

Being a lone Tibetan, I could not escape their notice. Soon
they crowded around, questioning and cross-questioning me. At
first I was cautious — killing their enemies was 2 common tactic
among them. However, through our frequent contacts I gradually
came to admire their idealism and sincerity and the sacrifices
they were prepared to make. I became more frank in our closed-
door debates and discussions, but the Naxalites for their part
did not move an inch from their positions. Not, at least, until
May 1973. In May one of my ‘comrades’ came to see me. He
had been underground for nearly two years, and like his other
comrades he was thoroughly disillusioned with Chinese ideologi-
cal pretensions. His views on Tibet were also accordingly changed !

From the Naxalites I was able to understand the Chinese point
of view better than I could possibly have done from the Chinese
themselves. The Naxalites naturally felt my views on the Chinese
actions in Tibet were biased, That may be true, because after all
1 am a Tibetan and was too close to all 1 had gone through for
a clear perspective, But I discovered through our long discussions
that nothing would convince the converted Maoist that there
had not been ‘exploitation and oppression’ under the old system
and subsequent Chinese ‘liberation’. We always found ourselves
arguing endlessly over the same points.

The Naxalites (nearly all of whom came from the most
well-to-do Indian families) echoed China’s claim that Tibet has
always been a part of China. The truth, of course, is much more
complicated than this; one can prove exactly the reverse from
history. In fact, relations between the two countries are so
complex that either side can always find a sufficient number of
examples to prove its point of view. I tried to meet the Maoists
on their own ground, and even in their own ideological terms.
Communist China’s claims of ‘suzerainty’ or ‘sovereignty’ are
fendal and imperialist; but these same claims became the justifi-
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cation for the ‘liberation’ of Tibet. This directly contradicts
what Lenin said: ‘If Finland, if Poland, if the Ukraine break
away from Russia, there is nothing bad about that. Anyone who
says there is, is a chauvinist. No nation can be free if it oppresses
other nations.” Mao himself, in 1931, when Chairman of the
first Chinese Soviet Republic, declared in its constitution: “The
Soviet Government of China recognizes the right of self-
determination of the national minorities in China, their right
to complete separation from China and to the formation of an
independent State for each national minority. All Mongolians,
Tibetans, Miao, Yao, Koreans and others living on the territory
of China shall enjoy the full right of self-determination, i.e.
they may either join the Union of Chinese Soviets or secede
from it and form their own State as they may prefer.’

The Naxalites replied to this by saying that Tibetans were
much better off now than they were before the ‘liberation’.
And they instanced the Chinese roads, schools, hospitals and so
on built in Tibet to prove their point. I did not deny all these
achievements ~ except the roads, which were built for strategic
purposes, I tried to inform them, however, that we (our family
and nearly yoo people from my home town) had tasted Mao's
version of Marxism-Leninism, while they only read about it in
books. 1 sincerely asked them why, if the Chinese government
believed Tibetans were happier now than before the ‘liberation’,
it did not aceept the Dalai Lama’s challenge to a plebiscite or to
allow Tibet to determine her own future,

The Naxalites pointed out that our experience of Communism
was too short to make any definite conclusions. They further
explained that the ‘tramsition period’ is always fraught with
difficulties, and they quoted Chairman Mao’s saying, that ‘Rev-
olution is not a dinner party.” It is true that actual Communist
control was established only in 1959, but the Tibetans ex-
perienced the more insiduous and deceptive forms of Chinese
Communism ever since 1951. To the Tibetans dependability is
one of the greatest virtues; by 1959 the Chinese became the
epitomy of undependability. Therefore, as far as my mother
and other relations are concerned, they felt justified in coming
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to a ‘definite conclusion’ by the end of 1959. I further believe
that if the Tibetans in Tibet — who constitute the overwhelming
and unheard majority ~ were given a fair chance to air their
views on both the Tibetan and Chinese regimes, they would
say they had come to a similar conclusion.

Even so, I persomally feel that in many ways the Naxalites
were right in saying that we mostly experienced the ‘transitional
difficulties’. But we experienced much else besides. And how
can you explain the fact that, thirteen years after we left Sakya,
the same ‘transitional difficulties’ still exist in Tibet, despite
cnthusiastic and endless drives by the Chinese towards progress?
The continual stream of refugees crossing the Himalayas for the
past three or four years have said that ‘starvation’ was one of
the main reasons for their escape. ‘Starvation’ might be ex-
aggerated as a motive, but there is no doubt that Tibet has been
facing a scarcity of food on a scale unknown in her history.

Refugee reports might be open to question, so I shall quote
from China’s own sources. Of the g6 office-bearers in the
Committee for Tibet Autonomous Region, established in
August 1971, only three Tibetans are included. All three are
secretarics, and two of these even had Chinesec names, This
body is supposed to represent Tibetan ‘local government’. In
June 1972, three sub-regional and one municipal Communist
Party committees were set up in Tibet; but only six Tibetans
were included out of a total of 293 office-bearers. Needless to
say, the Party wields the supreme political power. Yet this
evidence serves to vindicate my basic assessment of the Chinese
actions in Tibet. I cannot, of course, say anything of the future.

The Chinese explanation that Tibetans are still ‘politically
backward’ is one further argument which I find difficult to
swallow. For the last 23 years they have been training nearly
80,000 young Tibetans; there is no acceptable reason or excuse
why these people should not be ready for power. The real reason
is that the Chinese cannot trust the Tibetans.

However, since mid-1972 China has relaxed its rule in Tibet
considerably. This trend towards liberalization seems more
‘fundamental’ than anything happening within Communist China
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herself, and if what recent refugees have reported is true the
trend is apparent over the whole country. In July 1972, ‘four
great freedoms’ were announced. They are: the freedom of
worship, the freedom to buy and sell (privately) ; the freedom
to lend and borrow (with interest) ; and the freedom to employ
servants and labourers.

As evidence of this new policy, I heard in the summer of 1573
that some Tibetans from Western Tibet, including some
Sakyans, were allowed to visit Namche Bazaar in Nepal to trade
there. It remains to be seen whether these first signs of leniency
will mature into what the Chinese have promised the Tibetans.

St Stephens College DAWA NORBU
October 1573
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My first memory is of a balmy late autumn .evéning
year when the great floods occurred the Year of the Irs
as the Tibetans call it.r My father: was, stttmg o "lh <
worn-out carpet, alternately drinking. chang (home-]
and blowing out clouds of snuff.. When he- had-: ,
inside him, he always:took moreé notice of the. My 1 ‘other W .
sitting by the oven, preparing the. evening » ~meal. Poth. iy
parents wanted me to come to them. My father. smlled at me:
and said: ‘If you are my son, come to me. Come, Dawa Noibi.?
My mother smiled and made. the same - request.‘ 1. can.- still
remember ‘the mental torture of havmg to make that chmce_
between my parents. .
We lived in a five-room, smgle-story house in the vxllage of,
Tashigang, five miles outsxde the town of Sakya, to which we
were soon to move, The house was simple and strongly built, in
marked contrast to the complex monastic architecture: It had a.
broad stone base, about three feet high, and. above, this ix feet.
of walling made of mud bricks cemented by cow—dung and
straw, The main room had only three windows — snow and dust—
storms made any more inadvisable. A small mné[ow_loyoke/dﬂgu_t,
on our fields; There was a low chimney, and a massive, door
always open to both men and animals. The most expenswe part
-of the house was the ceiling, made of wood transported from the .
,foot}ulls of the distant Himalayss. It consisted of a° large log rxght‘
_ across the house, supported by a central pillar; Across the log;
beams were laid o foot apart and above the beams were slats. -
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Our furniture was equally simple. Two oblong platforms,
made of mud six inches thick, served as seats for the whole
family during the day and as beds for our parents at night. A
black, tea-stained table, covered with greasy wooden bowls,
stood between the seats. In the left-hand comner of the room was
our sooty, smoky stove, made of stone and clay and about three
feet square. In front of the oven was a small container for dry
fuel, which formed my mother’s favourite seat. Behind it were
two shelves filled with dust-covered earthenware pots of all
shapes and sizes. The kitchen space was dominated by 2 huge
copper vessel, holding about twenty gallons of water, brought
from the river half a mile away. Ladles, pans and other kitchen
utensils hung from the vessel’s brim.

The other rooms consisted of a chapel furnished with images
of the Buddha and Boddhisatvas, thankas (Buddhist painted scrotls)
and three trunks containing our best clothes; a storeroom with
an underground granary; and a big, bleak room, with a ceiling
supported by pillars, where we children slept. The doors opened
on to the courtyard where our donkeys and cows were kept.

Our life-style, then, was simple enough, although it was an
accident that my parents had ever got married.

My father, Thubkye Choephal, was the youngest of four sons
from 2 once-prosperous farm in Gang-shong, two days’ journey
on foot from Sakya. Being the youngest, he was sent to a ligtle
monastery called Choe-Lhun (Abade of Religion), about five miles
from Sakya, in the village where my mother lived. In those days
the monasteries were run like feudal estates, possessing about a
third of the country’s land, and employing the lay population to
farm and do other manual work. Thus they were closely involved
with the Jaymen’s world. The monks gave the laymen spiritual
sustenance, and the laymen gave the monks material sustenance.

‘When the turn came for my mother’s parents to carry out
manual duties, my mother, Aki, was often sent to fetch water
for the monastic community. Father, a novice of about twenty —
a testing age for his vows of celibacy -— met her and fell in love.
Apart from the shame of having to face his fellow monks again,
he also felt decp personal regret at his own spiritual debasement.



J‘:He knew he’ had fallen from
Al ‘monks. wére~ held i
t'Were ‘one’of the constitue
“Sum) consisting of Buddha,- Dharni
Religious Comnrunil ‘) Hence Father s self~secu1arlzat
no small tragedy. ™ " ;
. A novice monk ook four basm VOWS: Lo abstam fr
. from theft and from falsehood, and.to practisé, cehbac;._ On
* breaking any of - these vows he ceased to be a partiof -the Holy
‘Sangha, and was stripped of l'ns tnonkhood. Of the four the vow
.. of-celibacy was the most sericus, and the brcakmg of it gave the
greatest sense of gailt. In typical Tibetan fashion, Father did-not
confess directly. to having violated his vow of cehbacy, such arl
admission would have appéared disrespectful; if not a direct act
- of defiince to the ecclesiastical authority. Frankness in. bad
habits was deprecated by Tibetans; it suggested a lack of fear snd
respect. A Tibetan teacher would rather have his pupil smoking
secretly than in front of him. So Father lied and said that he'had
stoned a cat to death. Mother tells me that for about a weekhe
hid himself in a friend’s house while all the formaht:es were
being completed by a lay friend.

“First of all, a written petition was delivered to the Abbot, ito
the effect that Father's Karma (sum of deeds) did not allow-him
to continue-his monkhood; that he had broken a-vow: and
finally could he now, please, withdraw from the monastery?
Father was not permitted to re-enter the monastery until he had
feceived a white sung-du (a ribbon-like strip of cloth worn around
the neck, carrying blessings). This strip of cloth had a symbolic

- significance. Normally the monks wore red sung- -du and laymen
-~white. The secularized monk had to finance a mornmg tea’;
"klnd of farewell party, and to distribute gifts: of coins to the
ngregation of monks, whose, feﬂowslnp he-was soon ‘to share
‘more. Finally five senior monks, inthe' monastery’s mhest
7 T00m, prayed for forgiveness for the vow~brea1\er
htles were’over; and Father-was free..
ad become avoustomed, to the monastic life of plenty and‘
was' 1ll-eqmpped o sband an hls ‘own. twa feat
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Naturally, he had some minor difficulties in his prescribed
thealogical course, but these were delights compared with the
harsh reality of life on the Roof of the World. Now he had to be
prepared to weather the storms both literally and figuratively.
Monks were forbidden to do any manual work. To touch an
agricultural implement was an act of sin; for agriculture entailed
the sin of killing insects. However, Father reluctantly heeded the
proverb: ‘If your Karma places you in the caste of a butcher,
why should you hesitate to kill animals?’ But having no experi-
ence of farming or rearing children he was not handy either at
home or in the ficlds. He was profitably employed on 2 roving
religious mission to Chang Thang, the northern plateau of Tibet.

I have always wondered if Father missed his benevolent
monastery. I think he must have done. But I am glad that he was
neither a parasite nor a hypocrite. Many of the monasteries had
degenerated considerably since their pious beginnings. The
monks’ scholarship, assuming they had any, benefited hardly any-
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one except themselves; and except for the occasional monk,
they were possessive and materjalistic. On the whole it was
better for my father to earn his own living than to carry on under
false pretences.

Thus Father was out in the complex world of the Tibetan
family system. Both polygamy and polyandry were practised — for
economic reasons. If each son were to choose his own partner,
and go his own way, the property and land would be fragmented,
causing disintegration of an ancient family, as happened with
Father’s family. Most families tried to remain united, and not
only for economic advantage, My mother summed up the general
attitude when I told her that I wanted to go abroad for [urther
study. ‘I am your mother and you are my son only for this short
mortal life. Why must we separate when we are at liberty to live
together ?’

The ambition of every true-blooded Tibetan farmer was to
have a large, peaceable, prosperous family. Usually daughters
were given away in marriage, and sons inherited their family
property and land. Where a family had a daughter but no son the
daughter was married to an outsider. If a family did not have a
child it usually adopted one to save its line from dying out. Thus
a new marriage did not mean a new home. The formation of a
new family was very rare indeed, and was treated with contempt
or pity. My parents fell into this unfortunate category. Mother’s
defence was to say: ‘l am a new houscholder. 1 have inherited no
wealth or land.” Whenever she found I bad spilt even a drop of
thukpa she punished me. .

Mother’s parents were rich, and gave her cooking utensils,
seven bags of barley, and a cow. But Father had nothing much to
contribute towards the construction of a ‘new kitchen’ — the
Tibetan metaphor for a new home. Luckily, Grandfather took
Father as his personal bearer to the mission areas in Chang
Thang. My maternal grandfather was a distant descendant of a
famous tantric practitioner, and as often happened in Tibet had
inherited his powers of yoga. As the head lama of a roving
mission from the Sakya monastery he made his fortune in the Jand
of the nomads.
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The Sakya sect had reached its period of greatest influence in
the thirteenth century, a time of remarkable intellectual and
spiritual development in the history of Tibet. Religious expansion
invariably culminated in the building of monasteries and temples,
and Sakya prospered accordingly. These expensive monasteries
were not simple shrines; they were complex works of art and
unique architecture, the quintessence of our culture. They were
the treasures of the Tibetan people, embodying most of the fruit
of their toil and sweat. Every monastery I knew in Sakya was
filled with gold, silver and bronze images. The statues were
studded lavishly with precious stones, and in front of them were
silver and gold butter lamps perpetually burning. The Tibetans
believed that to give charity unstintingly was to store up pro-
visions for ‘the solitary journey’. To offer your carthly possessions
to a lama was to ensure light in darkness after death, and to live
for your faith was to reserve a ferry-boat that would carry you to
eternal bliss, The main function of the roving religious missions,
initiated in the thirteenth century and dispatched thereafter to
the nomads of Chang Thang, was to collect donations; a minor
purpose was to convert the barbarous nomads themselves.

During my father’s time the Sakya monastery sent eight such
missions to different parts of Chang Thang. Each contingent con-
sisted of a contractor, four servants and a tantric practitioner (in
this case my grandfather). Father was a glorified servant. Getting
such a contract was one of the surest ways of becoming rich, and
consequently only the reputable tralpa families were granted the
contracts. The lama of the mission was hired by the contractor
and approved by the Sakya Lama. In recent years [ have met my

andfather’s treasurer in Kalimpong, India; he escaped from
Tibet in 1964. As he nostalgically described the missions, he
sighed every now and then with sincere repentance. He con-
fessed that he had been a most sinful man because he took most
of the donations from Chang Thang. As a sign of true repentance,
he renounced the world and became a monk at the age of 68.
Never too late!

The departures of these missions were unforgettable for their
stately ceremonial. I recall one such occasion. It was the end of



i mornin th'xt gave a foretaste of the hardshlps the party
ould: ki e.to} endure on’ the sky-touchmg mountain passes and
unéndmg da«;olate plateau of: Chang Thang, “the land of no man
1d no dog -as:the Tibetans called it..T had gone with Mother to
¢ Father off: The Tibétan farewell-was: deliberately performed
Plcase the gods- -and goddesses, so that they would be: gu1des
- protectors and' comipanions to ‘the traveller, Mother was in her
' best dress and ceremionial jewellery, to please the capricious gods
mote than Father: She carried a kettle of chang in-one hand, and
n'the other a-bowl heaped with #sampa topped with a piece of
“butter, She offered Father three cups of chang, and made a ritual
* smear’ of zsampa on his left shoulder for good luck. Father in
réturn-made one on Mother’s right shoulder. On the rim of the
cup was a tiny strip of tsampa which stuck on the bridge of
" Father’s nose when he completed the third cup. Then they both
. threw« tsampa into 'the air, for the gods were everywhere.
Fmally Mother. encircled his neck with a ceremonial scarf
‘(khadar), while tears rolled down her checks. Personally, I did
" not make a fuss about his departure; I was more attached to
“Mother, as most children are. Besides, he gaveme two sang coins
as a-parting present.

-The. thirty yeks, laden with provisions, presents for the
nomads and-goods for barter, had been huddling together while
the goodbye ceremony was performed, and now moved slowly
off: Four high-spirited horses, saddled and bridled, followed the

© cautious yaks. The party proceeded on its way, Mother, in a
'_,vmce strained with “emotion, half-crying and half- shoutmg,
called through the wind: ‘Look after yourself!’ Father waved his
ha.nd in’ acknowledgement. One by one the yaks crossed the
?xckety bridge and were soon out of sight. We returned home.

Chang' Thang iri Tibetan means ‘the Northern Plains’, and by
‘Himalayan standard this bleak, barren plateau is indeed
Dotted with Jow mountains about 14,000 feet high and
“with ‘Salt-and fresh lakes, Chang Thang forms about
‘of Tibet, Many square mﬂes are whitened by a surface
atk
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are foungarot{n% ldng‘rktszlrgn eat abundance. There are %1‘1 of

the large snow-fed rivers that abound elsewhere in Tibet. Since
Chang Thang is fairly flat and sparsely populatcd, many experts
think that it is an ideal site for a nuclear power station. Recent
refugees report that the Chinese have already installed a radar
and missile complex near Rudok, and non-Tibetan sources think
the missiles have ranges of from Goo to 2000 miles. It is the least
inhabitedand the most inhospitable part of Tibet—a misanthrope’s
heaven. The four elements of snow, frost, wind and sun, in
combination with the undulating deselate plains and the naked
rocks and cliffs, create an austere grandeur and subtle beauty
unique to Chang Thang.

Some of the scattered inhabitants of this desolate plateau
visited our town in the Eleventh Month, when the Sakya Dochen,
the biggest religious festival of the Sakya sect, was held. Their
physical appearance and way of hife made them seem like bar-
barians. They ware rough sheepskin garments and furry hats, and
lived in thick black tents, woven from yaks’ wool. But, judged
according to their moral and ethical standards, these simple
people were quite civilized., Beneath their primitive looks the
natural virtues of man were concealed. Their generosity and
hospitality, their cheerfulness and strength of character were
legendary in Tibet,

Because of their isolation from the mainstream of Tibetan life,
these nomads developed a culture of their own, based on
Buddhism in its more mystic and tantric forms. Their pictur-
esque dialect was full of allusions and metaphors derived from
nature in the raw. The most leisurely folk among the Tibetan
commoners, the nomadic herdsmen were glib talkers and good
story-tellers. The women did all the dairy work, cocking and
weaving; the men attended to the animals and did the sewing.
They were religious without being orthodox. Father would tell
me, in a voice full of awe and admiration, how they could
challenge Grandfather in religious dialectical discussion. Pacified
by Buddhism these herdsmen (Chang-Dokpa, we called them)
were surprisingly law-abiding and kept to the even tenor of their
obsolete ways. They lived and moved in small groups, each
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with its own elected leader, or pon. A number of groups within
a large pastoral area formed a garpa. f

The central government appointed an administrator from
among the nomads, a post that tended to become hereditary as
the years passed. This tribal organization solved most of the
problems. A governor, invariebly an aristocrat from Lhasa,
administered (or maladministered) the vast province of Western
Tibet, including Chang Thang. A monk was appointed as his
colleague, of equal or even higher rank, One was expected to
watch over the other, so that the dangers of autocracy and
despotism were minimized, Apart from the political motive, this
system of administration headed jointly by a lay aristocrat and a
lama was in keeping with the concept of ideal Tibetan govern-
ment.

The governor was there primarily to collect taxes of sheep,
goats, yaks, salt and butter from the nomads. His biggest headache
was cattleraiding. (Although the nomads did not raid each
other’s cattle, there were professional gangsters who did.)
Father would tell us proudly that he saw and met the governor at
Rudok Dzong. On one occasion Father shocked us all by telling
us that he had seen two white men, completely white from head
to foot, speaking a strange sonorous language. He met them at
Gartok, near the Kashmir border. I did not believe him then, for
1 had never heard of the world outside Tibet, and I was con-
vinced that no other race apart from Tibetans existed! I have
recently made a number of enquiries regarding the two white
men, and it now appears that they were the Italians Tucci and
Gherci. This is confirmed by their book Secrets of Tibet, in which
they mention Sakya lamas collecting donations in Western Tibet.

» I had always been fascinated by tales of Chang Thang, When-
ever Father was in his pleasantest mood, he described his
experfences there to the family circle. In his quiet, withdrawn
moments, 1 would pester him for tales of Chang Thang, which
seemed to be a Tibetan ‘Garden of Eden’. The entire region was
common ground. However, a particular group of herdsmen and
their families normally moved to the summer or winter pastoral
Jand where they had pitched their tents in the previous season.
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This in some cascs tended to foster private ownership of land in
the otherwise common ground of Chang Thang. They made two
major moves in a year, fn summer they ascended to the highlands,
which made Father’s journey more tedious and devious, and in
winter they came down to the warm, lush valleys. Whenever I
hear talk about this other Eden, I remember Father’s description
of a landscape of yaks, sheep and goats grazing on a vast expanse
of pasture, tended by a singing shepherd. The summer camps
on the highlands, where Nature was more bounteous than any-
where else, demonstrated a perfect harmony between man and
nature.

A couple of huge black tents, pitched on a level green plot of
ground, formed the natural palace of the nomads, Like altars, the
encircling mountains and their lofty peaks rase above and behind
the camp. To the nomads their whiteness symbolized purity of
mind, evident in their pastoral songs and ballads. Blue smoke,
like incense from a censer, curled out through the door of the
tent and flew upward on the morning breeze. This was the
nomads’ daily offering to the local gods and goddesses. The
smoke and prayer-flags acted as guides to the roving mission.
When there was no smoke visible, prayer-flags enabled Father’s
party to reach their patrons. Each tent had a pole, longer and
stronger than the other, bearing a prayer-flag of conspicuous
colour, usually the lucky colour of the father of the family whose
tent it was, It fluttered and signalled to the lonely travellers. A
fes yards away from the tent there was always a gigantic sheep-
dog, bigger than any sheep, furiously barking at the stranger,
This vicious, angry barking would set off every other dog round
about. Unchained dogs often attacked and ate the luckless
traveller — so the popular story ran, and is generally believed.
The dogs were the nomads” army, employed to guard their tents
and chase away wolves,

On the surrounding stretches of greensward herds of yaks,
sheep and goats would be grazing happily, dots of black and white
on the vast background of green. The high-pitched, sleepy, slow
notes of a herdsman’s flute reverberated through the tranquil
hills and valleys. When his herd scattered too much, he used his
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sling to bring them back. There was no other noise or sound,
except the maids singing as they milked in the morning and
evening. -

In winter Chang Thang was very different. Once Father had a

frightening ordeal while returning in the Tenth Month. The
mission had had a particularly successful season that year, but
when they were returning from Chang Thang it began to snow
heavily, (Usually most snow fell in the Eleventh and Twelfth
Months.) In the Tibetan phrase, ‘the sky was broken’ for two
days.’After the first day of continuous snowfall the herd of sheep
'Jand goats, numbering about two thousand, were well covered
with snow, The next morning the yaks, numbering about a
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hundred, were covered up to their horns. Father recalled sadly
that when he looked through the tent-flaps there was not the
slightest movement where the suffering sheep and goats had been
standing. A few yaks feebly moved their horns in utter helpless-
ness and desperation under the white avalanche, and even they —
the sons of snow — perished. When Nature lost her temper, even
the tantric mantras were powerless. After the snowfall came
biting gales that swept across the snow-covered plateau. This was
the cruel aspect of Chang Thang. The monastery had to have its
statutory share of offerings, whether the mission was successful
or not. Father’s party had lost almost all they had collected, but
they had somchow to get the same amount of donations for the
monastery. Father had to make another short trip to Chang
Thang in the later part of the year,

‘While on his missions, my grandfather carried out his tantric
religio-medical practices among the nomads, The most formid-
able foes in Chang Thang were not mortal robbers, who could be
controlled and punished if necessary: the enemies of these hardy
herdsmen were the ungovernable forces of nature — snow, frost
and disease — before which they were helpless. They needed
someone more powerful and capable of combating them — 2
tantric lama, such as my grandfather. When the lives of men and
beasts were threatened by snow and avalanche, he was their
saviour. The remedy was to pour water over an iron basin,
perforated like a sieve, which was covered by another, unper-
forated basin. The lama would concentrate hard, and make strange
faces to show that he was invoking a deity to stop the snowfall.
Father assured me that it often worked. To provide for times
when Grandfather was absent, the nomads were given a time-
hallowed concection containing snow-dissipating mantras and
blessed dirt and dust from the Sakya monastery. This mixture was
burnt to produce smoke when too much snow fell.

Grandfather was also a doctor specializing in the trcatment of
skin diseases. Animals, sheep in particular, commonly suffered
from foot-rot, a contagious disease, which sometimes killed off
a whole flock. The herdsmen suffered from cold blisters and
sores, as well as other blemishes. These skin diseases were



: THE LIFE OF A MISSIONARY 31

attributed to the evil doings of the serpent-gods. Logically
enough, the physician tried to cure the root of a particular
discase by negotiating with the disease-givers through religious
rites. T myself had experience of this, As a little boy I had sores
all over my head, leaving deep, permanent scars. Rasha Lama-la,
our local tantric practitioner, spat on the sore spots, silently
saying healing mantras which gave esoteric power to his saliva.
Grandfather’s similar religio-medical treatments were in great
demand in Chang Thang.

Apart from their medical activities, the lamas were meant to
serve as roving missionaries to the nomads. They executed all the
rites relating to the deaths that had occwrred in the previous
year; and carried out the rituals of kusang and tsewang. Kusang was
one of the reminders of Bon, the Shamanist cult of Tibet, which
was periodically practised by the laity. The requirements for
kusang were juniper leaves and pieces of sandalwood, which were
burnt on a high vantage-point to produce clouds of smoke;
barley grains and tsampa, which were offered in small heaps; and
chang. While reading the sacred text, the ritual expert drummed
and clashed his cymbals at intervals, to ensure good luck, Mean-
while the nomads whispered their prayers: ‘O ye gods, give us
success in whatever we do! In war, give us victory ! In business,
give us profits! On raids, give us booty.” Tsewang was performed
in order to prolong one’s life. The lama invoked the god of life,
Tsepakme, for his blessing on those whose lives would otherwise
be curtailed by climacteric events. Grandfather discharged further
mysterious duties in the wilderness of Chang Thang. When
butter could not be churned and curd could not be formed,
he was asked to exorcize the evil spirits haunting the churn.

The Tibetans believe that evil spirits can enter the bodies of
human beings, who become mentally metamorphozed and
physical]y stronger than usual. I have seen with my own eyes a
tantric lama driving an evil spirit from the body of Namgyal, our
next-door neighbour. She was in a fit, with staring eyes and
foaming mouth, as she uttered the words: ‘I am burt. I have
come to revenge myself on Namgyal.” The spirit refused to tell
its name, although those who knew the woman deduced that it
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was the spirit of the mistress of Namgyal’s husband, Acho Dawa.
The lama arrived, invoked his deity, uttered tantric mantras and
exorcized the haunted woman with his lamaist sceptre (phurpd).
He struck her gently on the head several times with this, until
she became perceptibly calmer. When at last the spirit was
driven out, she began crying loudly: “What happened to me?
Father used to tell me that Grandfather was most effective in
exorcizing spirits among the nomads, perhaps because of their
strong faith. When a naive nomad saw a life-saving miracle in the
hours of distress and disaster, his faith was fortificd and his sub-
mission to the dictates of Dharma becomes understandable, The
nemads, like most Tibetans, believed more in the mysteries and
superstitions of neo-Buddhism than in the rational teachings of
the Buddha,

On one occasion 2 religious mission like my father’s employed
two lamas, one a tantric lama and the other professing sutra (the
sayings of Buddha). A distressed nomad approached the sutra
lema to exorcize an evil spirit that had invaded his wife's body.
The monk replied: ‘I do not possess yogic powers to chase
spirits, but I can teach you Dharma.” The nomad retorted in an
epigram: ‘If you have diligence you can know even the secret
Dharma. But mine is an emergency.’ So he turned to the tantric
lama, who restored the woman to her normal self. Since then
tantric beliefs have had the upper hand in Chang Thang, so the
story goes.

Tantric teachings were kept in great secrecy, not so much
because the existing practitioners might lose their profession if
more joined their guild, as because the teachings might be
misused or misinterpreted consciously or unconsciously. They
are like atomic energy, with equal destructive and constructive
potential, and their road is a dangerous one. If you travel by a
donkey you do not face any risk, but your journey will be long;
on the other hand, if you fly, you take much greater risks but
your journey will be shorter. If these esoteric teachings are
pursued diligently and channeled in the right direction, the adept
can attain Buddha-hood in his lifetime, like the greatest Tibetan
yogi, Milarepa, Theoretically, the tantric teacher scrutinizes the
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personality and character of his disciple for twelve years before
transmitting any esoteric knowledge. However, in the Tibetan
countryside rings of unserupulous, capricious lamas misused their
powers to bring down hailstones and directly caused famine.
Such people, according to Buddhism, are guaranteed tickets to
hell.

For seven months the mission party visited every corner of the
Chang Thang valleys and hills where smoke was to be seen.
Every year the same Jama with the same servants toured the same
huge area; so the lama-disciple relationship also became a
friendship. By his second trip Father had made a number of
friends among the nomads, He took hand-woven woollen
garments and barley as presents for them. Not a grain of barley
grew in Chang Thang. The inhabitants” staple diet was cheese
and meat, and as a result they were better built than most
Tibetans, Father profitably traded our barley for their salt,
sheep and butter.

In each camp the lama would make his old familiar speech,
which the attentive audience knew by heart. It went something
like this. “Your last year's offerings and donations were safely
received by the brethren of Sakya Monastery. The rites were
performed and blessings were sought as you requested. It is
hoped that you will have the benefit of every blessing and wor-
ship. For the sake of all sentient beings, the clarion call of the
Lord Buddha must be sounded perpetually throughout the world.
Therefore we have been divected by the Abbot to appeal to the
charitable and the generous for their support, so that we may
preserve and propagate the Sakya sect and the Dharma.’

Although each offering was recorded, together with the
specific purpose for which it was offered, the monastery received
very little out of the total dapations and offerings. This was not
the fault of the mission, because they paid the exact amount
decreed centuries earlier; rather, it was typical of the decadent
monastic authority, for whom even economic values were
absolute, like the Buddha’s teachings. Tradition decreed that the
contractor, known honourably as treasurer, and the lama should
.take the biggest share of the donations.

RS.T, c
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The richest nomads were described as the owners of ‘a
million whites (sheep) and a thousand blacks (yaks).” Such men
made the greatest contributions called ‘a hundred offerings’: a
hundred sheep, about three yaks, and loads of butter and salt,
‘The poorest possessed about a thousand sheep and eighty yaks.
They offered about ten sheep and some butter. The actual
amounts depended more on a person’s generosity than on his
wealth, When the mission had a goed season, it brought back
about seventy yaks, five thousand sheep, and fifteen horses, Most
of the yaks would be loaded with butter well-packed in yak
skins, salt, soda and wool, The stronger sheep also carried little
bags of salt, day and night whether grazing or resting; for they
were too numerous and so too much bother to load and unload.
Over 70%, of the total collection in fact went to the treasurer.
The monastery, whose mask the mission wore to obtain offerings,
appropriated only 635 shecp and goats (more of the latter
because of less value), 670 silver coins called tamka, three yaks
and seventeen khels of butter.

Bribery, which in due course became a national institution,
must have been greatly encouraged by the traditions of Tibetan
generosity. The impulsive and gencrous Tibetan would never see
any friend or authority empty-handed. ‘How can 1 see my friend
(or lord) when I have nothing to present to him?’ was the usual
attitude. On their return from Chang Thang, the mission would
make its first presentation to the Trichen (reigning lama) of
Sakya and his holy family. The Trichen’s dues were three
hundred khels of butter, a hundred silver coins, and a khadar. The
holy mother and her princesses received five coins and a khadar
each. The second presentation was made to the governor: three
khels of butter, fifty silver coins and a khadar of the second
highest grade. These presents, like most levies in Tibet, were
initially voluntary offerings but gradually they became statutory.
The tantric loma received as his honorary salary three yaks and
fifty sheep, salted butter, soda and wool. Father’s share was rather
disappointing: a yak, fifteen sheep, a khel of butter and two bags
of salt, His profits from bartering were more satisfactory than his
wages.
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By early in the Eleventh Month Mother would be busy with
her rosary, trying to find Father’s arrival by means of an oracle.
She closed her eyes in meditation, and prayed that her personal
deity might tell through the symbolic number of beads what she
most desired to know. Rubbing the rosary between her hands
clasped in prayer, she suddenly slackened her concentration and
began to blow exultantly over the rosary. Next she reverently
lifted the rosary to her forehead and prayed even more earnestly.
‘With her eyes still closed, to see the deities more clearly, she
drew the rosary across her wrinkled face and haphazardly
pinched the beads with the thumb and forefinger of cach hand.
Each hand eliminated three beads from either end simultaneously,
until she had from one to four beads left. One bead suggested
‘immediately’; two meant ‘bad’; three, ‘good luck’; and four
a setback. The operation was repeated three times in order to
confirm the divine revelation. As Mother indulged herself in
these absurdities, I sat quietly beside her, praying earnestly that
only one bead might be Jleft in the end, for that was a happy
result.



CHAPTER 2

My Father’s Death

In Tibet there were three main ways for a commoner to climb the
social ladder, Farst, if he became an abbot or a high Jama, his Jay
followers would offer him gifts of all kinds in exchange for his
blessings. Second, if he was a servant capable of combining
fidelity and diplomacy, his master might promote him to the
coveted post of treasurer, This was usually the highest promotion
that a plebeian could gain. He would have free access to the
coffers, and the executive power to run an estate would virtually
rest in his hands. The third and the least dishonest way of
becoming a respectable middle-class citizen was through
trading, though it was considered spiritually the most mundone
of the three avenues. Trading was hazardous, not so much
because of commercial inflation and deflation as of the dangers of
highwaymen. Hardships and hazards could not have held the
Tibetans back, but most of them lacked the spirit of enterprise.
In Sakya, out of the total of thirteen trading families, only three,
of which our family was one, were Tibetan natiomals. The
majority were Nepali Buddhists and Kashmiri Muslims, who
constituted the richest and most progressive section of our
society,

During his roving stewardship to Grandfather, Father learned
some of the elements of business. He found that trading provided
a substantial supplementary income to tilling, and this appealed
to him. His profits and premium from Chang Thang amounted to
6oc sang. With this small capital he made several trips to
Shigatse to buy a donkey-load of essential consumer goods
manufactured mostly in India. (Sakya, though historically
important, was not well known to the few foreigners who
glimpsed Tibet, because it was off the trade route, which was
from Sikkim via Yatung, Phari, Gyantse, Shigatse and Lhasa.) The
biggest drawback of such a small-scale business in a small locality
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was that most of the goods had to be sold on credit. ‘I will not
run away with your debt. I can pay you the price of a matchbox
in due time’ was the customer’s usual response if a trader
refused him credit. Mother had no doubts about her customers’
honesty, and used to send us children to nag for money from door
to door, before a seasonal trip to Shigatse, We often had embar-
rassing or even frightening experiences. We would knock at 2
door, calling out ‘Sorry’ as we did so ~ and out would come a
drunkard. With children’s innocence we would ask him to pay
the price of a cup of tea-Jeaves — or some such item — and he
would chase us away, staggering after us with a knife in hand.
Despite such episodes, our gross proﬁt was about 200 per
cent,

So far everything had gone well, and it seemed that our
family was on a sound footing. Within five years our capital
increased to 2,000 sang. We bought two more donkeys and a
black mare. Like 2ll Tibetans, my parents were extremely fond
of jewellery. Tibetan scholars invariably compared our highest
ideals and personages to jewels or gems, so for instance the Dalai
Lama and the Buddhist Trinity were both described in this
fashion. The rich preferred keeping jewellery to money, which
in any case could not be invested. The marks of our prosperity
were 2 gold ear-ring weighing three tolas for Father, and a long
necklace of turquoise and coral for Mother. I had a singularly
happy childhood while Father was alive, flaunting swcets and
pieces of dried biscuit before the other children.

The acreage we had under cultivation increased with our
flourishing business. The farmers made 2 minimum use of money.
They took essential goods on credit, and instead of paying in cash
later they often persuaded the seller (tsongpa) to take a few
acres of land on lease for five or six years. So tilling and trading
walked hand in hand. Farming was an essentiel part of our self-
sufficient economy. It provided animal fodder in winter, grain
for home consumption, and agricultural training for our sisters.
I remember how Mother half-rejoiced and half-feared when we
hed two successive bumper crops, with a yield of about 100 per
cent. There was a popular Tibetan belief that every triumph must
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be succeeded by tragedy and every success by failure. So it hap-
pened to us.

On normal days Mother looked after our apronful of goods in
the Sakya bazaar, situated on the right bank of the river. If you
had visited this sleepy little bazaar in summer, you would have
seen about eleven tents pitched round about. You would have
heard no noise except the river, and the voices of a few leisurely
customers spinning thread and cracking jokes with the seller,
They all sat comfortably around the goods from India spread out
on the stone dais which served as a counter, And, if anyone went
away quickly, one of the regular customers would point towards
the Hill of Cremation with the words: *Your business will never
be finished until your own smoke rises from that hill I’ However,
the bazaar became more lively during religious festivals and
functions. Most Tibetan public entertainments were religious in
nature; the only secular entertainments were the operas (Thamo)
sponsored by one of the important houses of Sakya. All shows
were free, whether given by lamas or by laity, In Sakya there were
twelve or thirteen lamaic ceremonies (‘casting the tormas’) every
year.

’ Tormas were sacrificial cakes, made of tsampa and adorned with
cones of coloured butter. They were the characteristic offerings
of tantric Buddhism. Since they were gifts to appease the gods,
they were of various designs and tints to suit the whims of the
heavenly recipients. They were offered to gods, demi-gods,
spirits and guardian deities to avert dangers to the citizens and to
guard against epidemics, plagues, droughts and famine. In Tibet
every god as well as every man had his price. According to
Tibetan Buddhism, these lesser gods did not have the spiritual
power and knowledge to show the laity the path to Nirvana, so
we did not take refuge in them. They were believed to be
capable of helping humans only in and for this world, and not
beyond it. That is why practically every month there was a torma
festival in Sakya.

With the passage of time, these festivals gained commercial
and social importance. They were like village fairs, where the
villagers fram the nearby valleys and the nomads from the distant
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hills gathered enthusiastically to make new acquaintances and to
renew the old ones. Here they could barter their agricultural and
dairy products with Indian luxuries — tobacco, matchboxes,
cotton shirts, and sweets. But commerce did not cvershadow the
original pious purpose of these festivals; they remained a tre-
mendous demonstration of inborn faith, The farmer dusted,
oiled, combed and replaited his tuft of hair. He dressed up in his
best clothes — a black or white woollen chuba, or a cotton shirt,
and a pair of new felt boots. The women dressed up more
elaborately, in six prescribed articles of clothing, and wearing
jewellery, as tradition demanded. How enthralling it was to
mingle with that happy, contented crowd, and to feel its pulse of
inmer peace and wild external excitement! These simple faithful
people hardly missed any religious festival, braving numbing cold
or dust storms of unimaginable force to get to Sakya.

Of all the thirteen festivals, one given in the Year of the
Water Dragon (1952) remains clear in my memory. It was held
at Phuntsog Phodrang, the house of the senior Sakya lama. For
my parents these events were fundamentally big sale days. Large
crowds would gather for all sorts of activities, both sacred and
profane. Early one morning in the Second Month our whole
family set out to Phuntsog Phodrang, about three miles from
Sakya. Mother was in her ceremonial jewellery and best clothes;;
so was Father. We had all oiled our faces and hair liberally, for
greasy faces meant prosperity. As we walked, I could see a few
biades of new green grass in the sunny corners of the awakening
fields. In the mud near the canal mules, donkeys and horses were
digging with their forelegs for fresh grass roots. In some of the
fields, still dark and frozen, boys and girls were delving hopefully
for sweet pinkish potatoes, as small as tiny grass roots. It was the
season of blizzards and dust storms, which usually blew in the
afternoon, Everywhere you looked there were monstrous clouds
of sand and dust sweeping across from west to east. Even able-
bodied men with loads of manure were often blown off their feet
by gales. It was coramonly believed that the more stormy the
torma-festival day was, the more angry were the gods, and the
-more eager to drive away diseases and dongers from Phuntsog
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Phodrang in particular and from Sakya in general. These solemn
considerations were lost to me; the day meant nothing but sheer
excitement and entertainment.

‘While my parents and sisters displayed our goods near the
front gate of Phuntsog Phodrang, my brother Abu and I went to
watch the lamas dancing, This annual casting of tormas was pre-
ceded by a week’s recital of scriptures and performance of tantric
rites, All the monks of the Sakya monastery were employed
there. The junior monks read the teachings of the Buddha and
commentarics on them, while the senior lamas prepared tormas
and performed the relevant rituals. The festival culminated on the
seventh day with the casting of tormas in the open air, However,
before this dramatic climax, agile young lamas in gorgeous
costumes and hideous masks danced throughout the whole day.
These dances (chams) were performed to the accompaniment of
the deafening music of drums, bells, conch shells, cymbals and
other instruments. Every gesture of the hands and the dagger or
spear held in them, and every foot movement, were the symbolic
expressions of the deity whom that particular dancer played. 1
watched for the whole day, as each god appeared from the bigh
stage and joined the line of gods and goddesses in the courtyard.
The lamas danced, not with pleasure, but with wrath. The
spectators were submissive and awestruck in the presence of
these mighty, infuriated gods.

‘When the sun was about to set, the dancers, led by the lama
musicians, moved in a lang procession tawards a nearby vantage
point where the tormas were cast away. Immediately, the crowd
dispersed home in every direction. They were recharged with
blessings, and felt relieved of all possible dangers and ills. There
was a tremendous air of confidence as the crowd broke up, As
friends parted, they would say: *New I have no worries. If | die,
it will be because of the inviolable law of Karma, and not by any
mushap.” The strong gales that afternoon ensured the success of
the festival, but it was misfortune for us. When Abu and I
arrived at the bazaar, we saw Mother nervously taking grit from
Father’s eyes, and my sisters emptying out sand-filled aluminium
utensils and dusting other saleable articles. The sudden gales had



MY FATHER’S DEATH 4%

almost blinded Father, who had had trouble with his eyes before,
From the number of currency notes and coins, the barley and
wheat bags, and the amount of wool and butter, I knew that the
sales had been good. The feverish excitement of the day was
cooled by this nasty accident, and we hastened home.

The next morning Father’s eyes were crimson and swollen,
Though Mother had managed to take out most of the sand grains
the previous evening, dusk had been falling fast, and we suspected
that some sand was still left inside. Remembering Father’s earlier
troubles my parents took this trifling accident seriously.

When a person in Tibet was ill, he would not dream of con-
sulting a physician before seeing his favourite lama, Our lama was
called Zongchung Rimpoche, the mostasceticand aged lama 1 have_
ever seen. He lived in perpetual retreat in a small dilapidated
monastery standing on Ponto Hill, away from the main Sakya
monastery. Even as a high-spirited little boy, 1 used to admire
Zongchung Rimpoche and those like him. Now I would prostrate
myself before such a lama, not so much for his mystic power as
for his total absence of hypocrisy. He left practically.no gap
between Buddhist precept and Sangha practice. Whether his
denunciation of earthly existence was right or wrong, his
sincerity demanded my adriration and respect. So Mother went
to see him, According to Tibetan belief, disease has three root-
causes : lack of good luck (lungta), your Karma, and disease-giving
demons. Mother returned from the lama trying to conceal her
concern. He had told her that Father’s store of luck was running
low, for which the remedy was to erect new prayer-flags and
thus to appease our guardian deities. One of the deities of
Phuntsog Phodrang was responsible for the accident. This she-
deity was displeased with the festival, and had aimed her magic
wand of diseases and mishaps at the participant who was most
unfortunate, This was Father, whose horoscopic chart was black
at the time, As directed by the lama, we invited three monks to
execute the prescribed rituals, which were intended to flatter,
please and bribe the goddess so that she would leave Father alone.

Unfortunately, the rites did not improve Father’s eyes. The
swelling of his eyelids slightly lessened, but dark red fleshy
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growths had formed in the corners of each eye, He was naturally
upset, and his worries had a pernicious effect on his general
health, which deteriorated each day. We were no less worried.
Mother realized that it was high time she brought in a physician,

but before doing so she approached the same lama again to ask if
medical treatment would be auspicious. Fortunately the oracle
was in favour of consulting a doctor.

The lama had more to tell us, The she-deity was appeased ;
but, alas, there was yet another deity haunting and hurting
Father. This demon belonged to a wicked woman, who had let
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him loose on Father by means of devilish incantations. Prompted
by hints from the lama, Mother was clever enough to piece
together this mysterious jigsaw puzzle. She deduced that the
invoker of the demon was a’woman who had fought with my
eldest sister, Donkar, while watering the fields, and who wanted
revenge. Tibetans sadly Jacked the virtues of forgiveness; those
who could forgive and forget the past were considered incon-
sistent and infirm. If you believe in the power of good prayers,
you must believe equally in that of evil prayers, Our lamas tell us
that heartfelt prayers are concentrated and consecrated human
thoughts, which are kinetic energy. When we aré praying we are
focusing our mental energy to help or harm some person.
Prayer, like sunlight focused through a powerful magnifying
glass, can produce either harmful heat or helpful light. In Tibet
some people used prayer sacrilegiously to pay off old scores. The
remedy was seldom direct negotiation with the person con-
cerned, but rather to perform mysterious rites. Mother made a
miniature effigy of a woman out of pak, set it up on a piece of
broken pottery, and with all due seriousness placed in front of it
a cupful of the food which Father had left in his bowl, together
with strips of an old garment of his which she put around its neck.
Then Donkar placed it ‘facing south at the junction of three
paths,” as directed by the oracle.

The arrival of the physician — an elderly gentleman of stern,
sad countenance and cautious gait — relieved our mounting
anxiety. He smelt strongly of an aromatic herbal concoction, the
invisible badge of his profession. His young apprentice carried
the medical bag with grovelling reverence, and was nervously
quick to carry out — or fail to carry out — his master’s directions,
No sooner were we relieved, however, than we were again
scared by the doctor’s prognosis. He warned Father quite frankly
that unless he stopped worrying he might die, not because of his
eyes but through a nervous breakdown. He then treated Father
in a rough and ready fashion. With a small penknife he scraped
off the fleshy growths from thd fast-closing eyes, as crudely'as 2
butcher dismembering a sheep. Father tried to conceal the
agonizing pain, tightening his mouth and comipressing his eyelids,
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but his cxpression revealed his suffering only too clearly. My
whole body writhed in pain and sympathy. I can still hear
Mother’s expostulation loud and clear: ‘O Konchok-Sum! Why
should he suffer so much? How I wish half his pain could be
transferred to me! Have mercy on us, God of Infinite Com-
passion!’

Though Tibetan medical practice could not compare with
Western techniques, we had a fairly advanced medical knowledge
of our own. Tibet had received most of her medical ideas from
India, China, and even from Iran — ideas that formed the basis of
numerous manuals and theses, written by Tibetan luminaries so
that the assimilated knowledge became uniquely Tibetan.

Tibetan medicine attempts to cure the patient as a whole
rather than curing a particular disease in isolation; for it recog-
nizes the relationship between mind and body. As such its
techniques include psychotherapy, astrology and essentially
herbal medicines, These medicines react slowly but steadily and
are particularly suited to curing some old diseases, while almost
ineffective in emergencies,

According to our medical history, surgery was widely
practised before King Muni Tsenpo’s reign (799-804 4.D.), buthe
banned it after a heart operation on the queen failed. Diagrams of
various surgical tools used during those days are still in existence;
Isaw some recently at the Tibetan medical centre in Dharamsala.
Despite the official ban, expert physicians continued to operate,
though on rare cases. As late as in 1956 a Lhasian physician
operated successfully on a man’s skull which was broken during
a horse-ride. The man, who now has a partial sheep-skull, is still
alive, and now lives in India.

There was always an acute shortage of physicians. In the entire
country there was only one medical college, the Chakpori
College in Lhasa. In our part of Tibet, medical training and
knoswledge were passed down from father to son. The doctor we
invited was from a town two days’ journey on foot from Sakya.

By now Father had been bed-ridden for three months, His
general health was fluctuating, but his eyes were gradually
getting worse, Still we had faith in the doctor. Each time he
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opened his oily medical bag,. fitted with numerous pockets, he
would take out some powdercd medicine resembling spice, and
brownish shiny pills, with the words: “This medicine is very
expensive. Its ingredients are mostly precious stones and herbs
unobtainable in Tibet.” This was, as I understand now, an indica-
tion of the fees he expected; a physician’s fees were not fixed.

Since Father was the pivot of our family, there was no end to
Mother’s gratitude. One day I heard her crying in despair:
‘Doctor, please save his right eye at least. We'll offer you our
horse.” (The mare was our single most valuable possession.) The
get-well rites and the medical treatment bankrupted us. After
the third operation, Father lost his left eye, and sight in his right
eye was failing fast. This aggravated his mental agony. His hoarse
groans of unbearable pain sank into the decpest recesses of my
young heart. ‘If I must lose both my eyes, T would rather die than
live, But who will help my wife to bring up this house full of
children? O Konchok-Sum, open thy third eye and see us! L am
the most sinful man living.” Turning to the physician he pleaded:
‘Doctor, save my right eye. Surely you can do something? Please
try . . .> His voice failed and he fainted.

We were all stabbed by the terrible knowledge that our
beloved father was fast closing his eyes, to dwell in perpetual
darkness and never more to see the wonders of creation, and
above all the faces of his family. The disturbed state of his mind
was threatening his very existence. I never saw any indication
that he feared death, even after nearly four months of illness and
mental suffering. However, there was ample evidence that he
felt guilty and sorry at leaving behind seven children for his wife
to bring up single-handed. Grief reduced him to a skeleton.
There was nothing much that the doctor could do about his
sight; nevertheless, he continued to feed Father with his
powdered herbs. As a last resort he cauterized Father’s chest,
but cauterization had no appreciable healing effect. By then he
had high blood pressure as well.

During those dark days Mother suffered almost as much as

. Father. For the ninth time she hastened to Zongchung Rim-
poche. He implied that Father’s days were numbered because of
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the patient’s precarious ‘spiritual and physical imbalances’. His
cosmic harmony was out of joint. To counteract the spiritual
imbalance, we bought a sheep and thereby saved ‘the life of a
sheep about to be slaughtered’. This sheep, termed tsethar or
rescued life, was allowed to live out its full term, And for the
physical imbalance, we performed the rite of Ius-gyur, or bodily
transformation. The Jama re-christened Father and recommended
a complete set of new red clothes, which made him symbolically
a new man with a new body, Every other lama we consulted gave
Father protective relics and ribbons to prolong his life, until his
gaunt neck was heavily laden with them.

The Tibetans believed that those who visited the sick, especi-
ally those with telepathic gifts, would increase the patient’s
suffering, Usually a heavily smoking fire was lit near the gate as
the accepted warning notice to visitors, Whenever Father
writhed and rolled on the bed in pain, it was certain that a visitor
was coming, making the invisible spirit pierce the stricken
patient. Donkar usually performed the simple exorcizing pro-
cedure. A little incense that had been blessed by the lama was
burnt, and the patient enveloped in smoke until he almost
choked, Afterwards the burnt incense, believed to carry the
pains, was cast away and Donkar spat after it., There was scarcely
any life in Father, but he lingered on because of his anxiety about
us. Eventually his Karma got the upper hand, and he died on the
eighth day of the Eighth Month in the year of the Water Dragon
(1952). Just before the end Mother poured a few drops of jmnlap
into his mouth, which was open in a desperate attempt to utter
his last thoughts. His bulging, pale grey eycballs moved from
left to right as he tried to see his wailing wife and weeping
children for the last time. Jinlap was a solution in water of pills
that had been blessed by a high lama; it supposedly had the
power immediately to transport the dead person to the Western
Paradise of Peace, if he had the requisite faith. At Jeast it was a
safeguard against his sinking into hell. As soon as Father was
dead, our uncle shrouded the corpse. Mother, wailing and
struggling to jump over the body, was escorted from the death
chamber, along with us children.
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that from the beginning of the Fourth Month Father had become
pale and lifeless. She knew he was beyond redemption.

The Tibetans believe that there are many impediments before
the deccased can face reality. ‘Reality’ here means that the
diseased must not delude himself by haunting his family or his
relatives but must go where the lama leads. Almost everyone dies
with his wishes unfulfilled, food unfinished, wealth unused and
relatives separated from him, When a person is about to die, all
these things come to his mind in a flash. Thus his consciousness
inclines towards some of these aspirations and desires, though
all are immaterial to him now. Father’s first impulse of con-
sciousness was towards our family. This was understandable
enough, as all of us were weeping and wailing around his death
bed when he was passing, and his biggest grief was for our un-
fledged family. His second impulse was towards his parental
home. Since his consciousness or spirit haunting us was detri-
mental to our well-being, certain rites were recommended
which were supposed to direct the spirit to the “white path’.

A new altar was improvised, where the corpse was p]aced
benevolently like 2 principal deity in 2 monastery. A galaxy of
votive butter lamps {chomé) and stacks of incense burnt before an
effigy of the deceased, and near the head of the shrouded corpse
sat the Jama, the custodian of Father’s spirit, chanting sad dirges.
He and his assistant read and re-read the Bardo Thodol (the book
that guides the souls of the dead) in relays day and night for three
days until the corpse was disposed of. Thus the death chamber
became a newly-hallowed chapel. We children and weeping and
sailing relatives were not permitted to enter this room, which
acquired an odour of sanctity during the three days. Silence was
necessary for the Jama to transmit the message of Bardo Thodul to
the spirit. The occasional sounds of his hand-drum and decp
brass bell were a stimulus to sorrow. While fast asleep I would
be suddenly awakened by these sounds, and become sad again.

The astrologer announced that the corpse should leave at
dawn on the third day, That was one of the saddest days of my
childhood, and I wept and wailed more than ever before. Before
the corpse was moved, everyone present, led by Mother, pro-
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strated themselves. I prayed that Father might be born again into
our family as a brother, little realizing that it would involve
Mother’s remarriage. Then the funeral organizer tied the corpse
into the embryonic posture, which symbolized the birth into
another life, and also made it easier to carry. All the doors of our
neighbouthood, particularly those of our friends, were barred
with a line of sand. It was believed that each grain of sand
appeared as a hill to the spirit; hence it would be impossible for it
to visit and later haunt its friends and relatives. Theoretically
speaking, the corpse was by then nothing but the four elements —
earth, water, fire and air — as the spirit was transferred to the
effigy, which was taken to the lama, However, the neighbours
were taking no risks,

After the corpse was disposed of, the life-size effigy, dressed in
a complete set of Father’s clothes, was carried to the Jama. An
inscription (chang-ku) was inserted in the front of the effigy’s
head, bearing the words:

1, the world-leaver, Thubkye Choephal, adore and take refuge in
thee my most venerated Lama, and all the deities peaceful and
wrathful. May the Lord of Compassion, Phakpa Chenrezmyg, forgive
my accumulated sins and impunities of former countless lives and
show me the white path o the world of eternal bliss.

The clothes became the lama’s possession. Zongchung Rim-
poche told us that he dreamed of Father the night before the
effigy arrived. When the effigy arrived at the lama’s, the chang-ku
was burnt, By the colour of the flame the lama counld tell
whether the deceased was on or off the white path. Unfor-
tunately, the flame threw doubts about Father’s solitary journey
towards reality, as I learned much later,

When both the body and the spirit of Father bad left our
house, the place became empty. Sounds of the beli and drum
ceased. The dirge-like Bardo Thodol was chanted no more.
Mother stopped crying: she was too exhausted. The corpse had
vontaminated the atmosphere of our locality, and purification was
essential to keep away the anger of the local deities. Sweeping

R.8,T. D
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was not enough; a Jama came to restore the sanctity of our
house, praying and sprinkling it with holy water.

While all this was taking place, I climbed the terrace and
sunned myself there, as was my habit. That morning my swollen
cyes were riveted on Rinchen Gang Hill, where the cremation
was taking place. I watched the heavy black smoke rising. Soon
vultures from all directions dipped and hovered over the tawn,
as if Jocating the house that was giving them a feast, and then
flew majestically towards the hill. Whenever anyone saw flocks
of vultures flying towards the Cremation Hill, he would in-
stinctively utter ‘Om Mani Padme Hum’, for it was certain that
someone had passed away. ‘Cremation’ is not quite accurate.
The flesh was cut off and given to the vultures — the last act of
Buddhist charity. The bones were cremated; some of the ashes
were scattered in mountain streams, and some, mixed with clay,
were moulded into tiny images of the Buddha.

Throughout that mournful day our friends and relatives came
to condole with us. Hardly anyone sent messages. They all
personally came to console and comfort Mother, giving the
grief-stricken widow money, as was the custom, and serving her
tea and chang which they had brought. Their solaces were down-
to-earth, to the effect that: ‘Aki, please think deeply and
reasonably. Every man has to die. We mortals cannot divert our
Karma, which flows like the Ganges. Your unceasing tears will
poison your health. Think of your little children. ¥ you die,
what will happen to them? Your useless moaning will make the
departed unwilling to follow the white path, There is nothing
Dbetter than to perform the due rites, give charity to beggars and
make generous offerings to the Sangha. If you pray, you will be
reunited in your next life with the departed.’

Our father died on a Saturday, an astrologically inauspicious
day both for the dead and living. As was the tradition, we
abserved mourning rituals for 49 days, Every Saturday of the seven
weeks three or four monks came to the house to perform the
death rituals, known as ‘Forty-nine Offerings’. We believed that
during these 49 days the deceased passed through different
psychic experiences, all crucial before rebirth. Mother told us to
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- say ‘Om Mani Padme Hum' as many times as we could, to kill no
insects and to eat no meat. On the ritual days our doorsteps
were crowded with beggars, all uttering ‘Mani” for the deceased.
Abu was sent to replenish butter lamips in monasteries. In short,
it was a seven-week-long period of accunlating merit, believed
to be the only influential power capable of helping the deceased.
Meritorious deeds were like water to the thirsty in a desert, like
food to the starving in a famine-stricken land. In addition we
were required to keep up our spirits — a difficult if not im-
possible task, Our aunts (Mother had five sisters) repeatedly
warned us that we should not weep during the 49 days, especially
on the weekly ritual days. While undergoing after-death ex-
periences and trials, the spirit would still visit its home
occasionally. If the spirit saw its relatives weeping it would not
be able to face reality, which was the only way to be born again,
On the other hand, if 2 wife pretended to high spirits, she faced
adverse criticism from the public, and was accused of being glad
that her husband had died. Our hair we left uncombed and
unoiled, looking like a yak’s tail. Our grimy faces were covered
in layers of dirt by streams of tears, and our dark, sober clothes
were thrown on anyhow,

Hardly a fortnight had passed when death again stalked through
our family. My youngest sister, only two years old, was carried
away by chicken-pox, and a week later my four-ycar-old brother
Choephal followed her. After the third death, Mother was grief-
stricken and on the verge of insanity; she had suffered three
losses within a month. I cried more for Mother than for the three
dead. As a child mourning the death of someone close, my grief
evaporated soon after cremation; but Mother remained a living
vessel of sorrow and grief. Fortunately, full death rituals were
not usually done for children, The generally accepted explanation
was not that children were worthless as human lves, but that
they had had no time to commit fresh sins.

It ‘was amazing that those successive waves of grief did not kill
Mother. Whenever she did not seck refuge in Dharmna, she traly
seemed to be going mad, and we were terrified that we children
would have to join the hordes of bepgars in the streets and near
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the monastery gate. No modern medical treatment could have
cured her, but her faith did so. After each solemn ritual she felt
better. She believed without the shadow of a doubt that the
prescribed rituals constructed bridges and boats for the deceased.
Her simple but profound faith gave meaning to her otherwise
empty life. She found comfort in rituals, the symholic and
demonstrative aspects of lamaism. Above all, there was always
the prospect of a higher rebirth and the promise of Nirvana, if
rites were duly performed and life lived according to the laws of
Dharma. She believed that her husband would be reborn as the
son of 2 nomad.

I wish I could find it possible to share this unquestioning belief
of hers. But to start with, my infant faith was disturbed by the
infiltration of Chinese Communist ideclogy. Then, after our
escape from Tibet, when we were drifting along the Himalayan
foothills, I was awarded a scholarship in Kalimpong. My faith
wavered still further, mainly due to a new psychological environ-
ment, I remember a particular incident which amply illustrates
the shaky state of my beliefs. It was 1967. My class was doing
Twelfth Night. The clown, disguised as a curate, asks Malvolio:
‘What is the opinion of Pythagoras concerning wild fowl?’
Malvolio from the dark house replies: ‘That the soul of our
grandam might haply inhabit a bird.” The whole class roared with
laughter. 1 joined in half-heartedly. I was neither as negative as
my class-mates, including the teacher, who thought that the
theory of rebirth was a joke; nor was I as positive as my mother,
who felt that rebirth was as certain as the certitude of death,
Ever since then T have been secking explanations.

I held many conversations with lamas of all types, from the
most ignorant to the most scholarly. A typical discussion with a
geshé (doctor of divinity) went something like this.

‘What happens to the deceased immediately after death?' I
asked him, plunging straight away into the heart of the matter.

He replied: “The uncertain period extending from the moment
of death to the moment of rebirth is called Bardo in Tibetan.~This
indefinite time is like 2 railway station where the dead spirit,
having left its earthly home, waits and struggles for a ticket.
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How fast you get your ticket, and what class it is, depend upon
your pocket and power. Similarly your rebirth depends on your
Karma and death rituals. The ordinary layman experiences four
crucial stages of Bardo, But a man of a certain degree of spiritual
attainment escapes these. He will be reborn as a nobleman, or go
to the Western Paradise of Peace - heaven.’

“Will you escape these stages?’ I asked him.

‘Y don’t think so,” he said, with humility. When I asked him
further how we knew that religious adepts take short cuts in
Bardo, he replied with true conviction: ‘That which satisfies your
conscience will satisfy the Precious Trinity, If you are confident
through your yogic training that you can escape these terrors of
Bardo, you will do so certainly. However, it takes rigorous
mental training to achieve such conviction. Our great fore-
fathers sacrificed their lives for the propagation, development
and preservation of the holy Dharma. We Tibetans have for
centuries been exploring the human mind, while the so-called
advanced nations have been exploring the world. Our world is
eternal and infinite ; theirs is external and finite,’

1 was tempted to remind him: thet we Tibetans have been
living on the spiritual greatness and reputation of our forefathers.
From about the seventeenth century the Tibetan lamas took a
long rest until the Chinese invasion in 1950; there was no
significant scriptural and intellectual progress. But 1 refrained
from mentioning this.

“What does our consciousness feel when we are dead?’ I asked
him.

“The body, like 2 worn-out mechanical case for the soul, is left
as an inert, tangible organism, while the mind seems to dis-
appear. From the moment of physical annihilation the sixth mind
or deepest human consciousness falls into a trance, that is to say,
consciousness does not become conscious of the fact that it is
dead. This swooning state is like 2 dream or temporary uncon-
sciousness experienced after 2 nasty accident.

‘After three or four days of mental rest, so to speak, your
spirit discovers its separation from your body. As you can
imagine, this phase is frightening. You are at once possessed with
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desires, fears and regrets. You desire more fervently than ever
before to live with your family now left on a diffcrent planet
altogether. You crave for and cling desperately to the wealth you
have accumulated. You become conscious of the unfulfilled
desires cherished through aeons of past existences. You are
hopeless; you are helpless; you are in a panic.

‘I you are a spiritually unapprenticed man you try to run
away. But you cannot. Everywhere you try to escape you find
hotrors at your heels. Why? Because that which tries to escape is
your consciousness, and also that which terrifies you is your
consciousness. The mind untrained in the ways of Dharma is
horrified by the apparitions in Bardo. Actually, these visions,
pleasant or unpleasant, benevolent or diabolical, are nothing but
hallucinations. Imagine after-death expericnces as a film, Your
consciousness transcending death is the projector, the film on the
screen and the cinema-goer, all in one. Consciousness is pleased
or terrified by its own mental shadows.’

He paused, and the graphic pictures of Bardo I had seen
depicted on the walls of every monastery in Sakya rushed to my
mind. These conventional and standard diagrams of Bardo were so
deeply implanted in the Tibetan head that every Tibetan must
anticipate similar visions after death.

The geshé continued: “The sublimest human sentiments are
personified into benign deities with benevolent smiles. They
appear to be friends in a hostile world. They are manifestations
of the psychic heart of your consciousness. But soon rationality
takes over. The psychic brain of your consciousness projects
visions of most terrifying and hideous-locking decitics. They are
the blood-curdlers of the dead. When the stream of peaceful
deities projected by the psychic heart is finished, the deceased
realizes its separation from the world. It naturally reacts
violently. This reaction is prompted by reason. Truth hurts;
hence the wrathful deities that appear before the frightened mind.

“The Bardo Thodol is read repeatedly, clearly and loudly before
the corpse, in order to awaken the dreamer to reality. The Book
of the Dead tells your consciousness that the visions are nightmares
of Bardo and should not be mistaken for reality. This way of
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preparation for the art of dying is as good or bad as last-minute
cramming for your examinations. The best way is to practise
Dharma throughout your life.”

‘Might not Bardo experiences be nightmares, just before we
die?’ Iinterrupted.

‘No,” he replied. “When you die you become objective. The
mind is stripped of all its pretences. That is why we stress the
cultivation of wisdom and virtue. Only when Dharma becomes
part of your sixth mind are you armed to face anything — even
death.’

‘How can you prove that the doctrine of rebirth is true? I
asked.

The geshé answered: “The so-called instincts inherent in every
human being are inherited from previous lives. How else does an
infant find its mother’s breast? How else does a youngster know
how to satisfy his sexual desires without being taught? Similarly,
the so-called born geniuses have inherited intellects from their
previous lives. When twins go to the same school, one may excel
in mathematics, while the other fails in it, although they are
taught by the same teacher in the same class.” He stopped with a
triumphant note.

Seeing that I still looked doubtful, he continued: ‘Have you
not seen all the cases of rebirth reported in the papers? Don’t
you know how the Dalai Lama identified his own objects as a Jad
of three? He spotted the exact rosary and walking stick used in
his previous life. He recognized some of the old lamas from Lhasa.’”

‘Why can’t everybody remember his past lives? And why are
rebirth cases observed only where the belief prevails?’ I asked,

He answered sharply : ‘If you have not sown seeds, why should
you reap fiuit? Everybody does not strive for virtue. The ability
to recal] the past is not accidental; it has a definite cause. You
can develop this power through correct and constant meditation.
In Tibet many lamas were successful. As to your second question,
if you close your eyes, how can you see anything? If a girl in
China were to recall her past husband or friend, she would find
herself in a menta] hospital. Do you think that people would
voluntarily recall their past lives under such circumstances?’
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Human beings are victims of desires. So logically encugh they
crave for rebirth, and are repeatedly reborn until they achieve
Buddhahood., One of the redeeming and rational features of
Buddhism is that you are responsible for your present life, and
you will be responsible for your own future also. This is the
doctrine of Karma, the sum total of an individual’s deeds, speech
and thoughts, which determines his future existence as it has
always determined it in the past.




CHAPTER 3

The Monks of Sakya

As ] write this chapter, a solemn, serene picture of our household
altar room on a ritual day projects itself before my eyes. Around
the small, neat altar, tiny butter votive lamps burnt their wicks
down to the last centimetre. The final curls of incense smoke
rolled and disappeared up to heaven. Tormas, conical sacrificial
cakes, made of tsampa and ornmamented with multi-coloured
pieces of butter, along with other humble offerings, were
arranged in neat rows before the altar. The dedicated day’s
offerings and scriptural readings were over. Four or five saffron-
robed monks relaxed after the service was over before returning
to their monastery, reciting their rosaries and murmuring
prayers, intercepted by full-throated laughter over a mundane
joke or so.

Most of the lay population was illiterate, and there were cettain
rites which even the educated layman could not perform. In our
family Father and Abu conld read, but Mother used to argue that
it was far more spiritually effective to have the lamas reading the
scriptures for us than to have any layman reading them. We had
about eight monk friends who performed all the complicated
rites in times of disaster, disease or rejoicing. I used to love such
occasions for the special meals and the stories that went with
them. When the ritual experts had completed their task - which
to the eyes of childhood seemed mechanically executed — one of
the lamas, usually the youngest, called Sherab-la, would tell me
Low great and ancient the Sakya sect was.

Sherab-la, occasionally prompted by the older lamas, would
carry me back to the past spiritual greatness of Sakya. I felt
elevated by these feasts of sectarian chauvinism, which made the
room seem forlorn. In the intervals of silence I looked at the
hazy, heatless rays of the sun shining through our wire netted
window, and as the dull red beams climbed higher and higher up
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the opposite wall, and as the evening breeze rose and sent gusts
of air through the glassless window-frames, 1 felt sad, For after
Mother had offered them two silver coins each, the monks
would leave for the monastery. Meanwhile the incredible tales of
Sakya captured my youthful mind and lingered on.

In the year AD 1042 the Indian saint-scholar, Atisha, came from
Bengal to reform Tibetan Buddhism, which had become decadent.
Journeying through Tsang (Western Tibet), he came across a
little village in the petty State of Zangtu, (At the time Tibet had
disintegrated into numerous petty States and principalities.)
There a miracle happened. Atisha beheld a miraculously white,
enormous disc, glowing with mystic symbols of the god Avalo-
kitesvara and the god Manjusri, on the centre of Ponto Hill.
The hill formed a natural canopied backdrop to this blessed
village. Dismounting, Atisha prostrated himself before the
sacred signs. Today, a few weatherworn, yellowish mud-brick
chortens (pagodas) stand as the living monuments to Atisha’s
mystic trance. This place is called Chak-tsal Gyap, the Pass of
Prostration. At the place where the divine revelation took place
is a conspicuous spot of white earth — Sakya is the Tibetan for
‘white earth’.

If you stop at the Pass of Prostration and look at Sakya, once
the capital of Tibet, you will see a brown hill about 18,000 feet
high, looking like a majestic elephant and facing towards the cast.
More than a hundred red-painted monasteries are scattered Jike
precious stones on the hill. At the hill's foot are about two
hundred mud houses, painted blue and white, some of them
standing among the monasteries; and on the four corners of each
flat roof are coloured prayer flags. As you approach you will see
that a crystal-clear and fast-flowing river runs by the little town,
eroding the banks on which the houses stand.

In Sakya, as everywhere else in Tibet, there were two types of
temples, lhathang and gonkhang. The former housed Buddhas,
Boddhisatvas (saints) and scholar saints; the latter, tantric deities
and guardian spirits. The two stoed in sharp contrast, and two
distinct atmospheres prevailed in them. Every month Mother
used to send me to the tantric gonkhangs to offer chang and chema
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idl us-lookmg gods and’ goddesses -
rid hands, -petrified me. Théic-faces
ger; and I always'had the'i lmpresswn_
satisfied with our offering and wantéd: iy
uluple hzmds ‘were armied with spears, axes

'ob]ects for meditation. Some were guarchan spirits — the spirits -
of the” déad’ who' by the law of -their Karma were forbidden
ebirth and were compelled to remain perpetually in this
jey-frere believed to be able to help us to achieve secular
méterialistic ends in this world. Most of these gonkhangs
“wete built cm the hill; side by side with the Ihakhangs.
.- Hanging on the walls of each gonkhang were stacks of swords
and; tuskeéts used in the wars of canquest that had made Tibet
the’] greatest mlhtary power in Central Asia during the seventh
‘and ‘éighth centuries before' Buddhism killed the martial spirit of
Tibetans, ‘Perhaps no religion in the world has changed a people’s
wiy of life so dramatically as Buddhism did in Tibet. The
Tibetans, who had béen the most dreaded and fiercest warriors in
Céntral Asa,’ literally ‘put down their weapons at the Jotus feet
of lanias’ and followed the. ‘white path of peace’ pointed by the
Buddha

< “The whole famﬂy went to the Jhakhangs to replenish the
butter lamps-on the tenth, fifteenth or thirteenth of every
month these dates were holy days, and charities and offerings
ma.de then would be more meritorious. Our favourite cathedral
Wwas th Thbst famous and largest Jhakhang in Sakya, built on the
valley. floor, - This ‘calm Place was utterly different from the
terrlf) g gonkhangs The statues, images of Buddha, Boddhisatvas
and ntly :seholars - locked benevolent and beautiful. The
'}nte oF - decorahons, all of a religious nature, held the pilgrims
spellbotind Mmy a-time I got left ‘behind lookihg ‘at wall
rescdes which depicted the lives of saints or of the
ich 111ustrated his teachings; while Motlier and the
e after ‘their- usual three prostratlons and
hang: coitained four : chispels; in which golden
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chortens held relics of the departed Sakya Lamas, and accom-
modated about two hundred monks with separate quarters. This
was an Sutra institution, and its monks did not follow tantric
practices. However, in the Great Sakya Monastery, as in most
established monasteries in Tibet, both the Sutra and the tantric
aspects of Buddhism were considered necessary for the attainment
of Buddhahood. The monks on the north of the river practised
tantric Buddhism, and those on the south followed Sutra. Such a
division of religious practice and specialization indicates the
extent to which Buddhism became institutionalized in Tibet,

The Sakya river had its source in a high mountain called
Taktsenma, overlooking the holy city on the east. Half way up
this snow-clad mountain, among the rack and shale, a number of
caves were carved out for hermits — monks who had renounced
the monastic life of ease and plenty, and laymen who had per-
manently left their families, herds of yaks and fields of barley.
Below Mount Taktsenma the lower slopes undulate gently down
to the valley. The two palaces of the Sakya Lamas, Phuntsog
Phodrang and Dolma Phodrang, stood among willows and elms on
the western bank of a tributary of the river.

My family naturally belonged to the Sakya sect, though I must
admit that I am now a vague Buddhist, having no inner urge to
follow any sect in particular. However, unlike the various
Christian denominations, the lay Tibetans are not rigid about their
sectarian faith and practice. My mother declares herself non-
sectarian and worships all incarnate lamas, regardless of their
sects. Nor is it theologically necessary for the lity, whose
average ambition may be simply to lcad a decent Buddhist life,
to follow a particular sect. Only the lamas, who by their
theoretical renunciation of the world, are supposed to choose
the most suitable means — and so a particular sect — and then
concentrate on attaining Nirvana.

The formation of the four major sects and their numerous sub-
sects was a creative Tibetan response to Buddhism in Tibet, The
sects went their separate ways, each following vigorously and
continually transmitting its own tradition and practice, This was
partly due to the lack of communication. But the basic difference
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among the orders centre on their different interpretations of
‘emptiness’, which is the basis of Buddhism, and with the rise of
each sect there have been momentous theological debates
whether the phenomenal objects validly exist or not. These
debates contributed greatly to the development of Tibetan
religious literature. But, just as the Buddha was not conscious
that he was propounding a new religion, so the founders of
various sects did not deliberately set about establishing them.
The sects grew from the interpretations of four or five extra-
ordinary Buddhist scholars. Naturally enough, great numbers of
monks in a particular region began to accept ready-made inter-
pretations of Buddha's teachings, because it was easier to do so.

Gradually, as Tibet became increasingly religious, the various
sects came to play significant political roles, like that of parties
in more secular countries. The high lamas of Sakya, Kagyudpa
and Gelukpa sects ruled Tibet at different periods of history, and
naturally the ruling sect exercised the greatest power. However,
it would be wrong to think, as many Westerners do, that all
monasteries or sects exercised political power. Before the
Chinese invasion only the Geluk-pa (‘Yellow Hat’) sect, to
which the Dalai Lama belonged, had its representatives in Lhasa,
and they had the biggest say in government affairs. However, as
they formed one of the components of the Buddhist Holy
Trinity, monks of other sects were highly respected and
enjoyed considerable secular power, but only in local matters,
and not in national affairs.

Of the four major sects Sakya-pa is the second oldest, com-
manding numerous followers all over Tibet. The others are
Nying-pa, Kangyu-pa and Geluk-pa. Sakya-pa has great affinities
with Nying.pa, the oldest sect, which forms its basis. The
head of Sakya-pa has always been a tantric practitioner, like
the Nying-pa lamas. This means that he is allowed to marry
and keep his plait of hair. A true follower of tantric doctrine is
believed to be a voluntary impotent, for he does not discharge
semen, However, if he feels it necessary to have a successor, he
Invites the soul of a dead holy person to enter into the womb of
his wife. In former times the Sakya Lamas sent too many such
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invitations, which led to the division of the ‘Celestial Family’
into two parts. Later on, quarrelsome rifts generated by thew
ignorant staff created an unhappy relationship between the two
divided families, The present unfortunate reigning lama (Sakya
Trichen) is from the House of Dolma Phodrang; he is now in
Musscorie, India. Two other lamas from the House of Phuntsog
Phodrang now work jn Washington, USA. Unlike the Dalai
Lama, the Sakya Lama's priesthood is hereditary.

The Celestial Family claimed its origin from the gods, Yuring,
the elder son of Lharik (which literally means ‘the race of gods’),
descended to this world. Of Yuring’s seven sons, the youngest,
Masang, remmained on earth; and his grandson, Yangpang Kye,
became the father of the Sakya Lamas. He was believed to have
killed the body of a wicked man and thus saved his soul from
eternal damnation. Then he married his wife, Silima, Since
then the celestial fine was popularly known as Khonrik, meaning
‘those from out of a conflict’ between man and gods. But the
Sakya-pa sect was mot begun immediately after this. About
thirteen Lamas of Sakya followed the Nying-pa sect, the oldest
and the then only religious order in Tibet.

Some scholars claim that Indian tantra was developed from the
pre-Buddhist native religion of Tibet, Bon, which survived in
Eastern Tibet until 1950. On the other hand, the Tibetans
believe that their tantryana was exported from Indfa. Pandit Gaya
Dara from Nepal, on three consecutive missions to Tibet, taught
Shakya Yeshi a new type of fantryana. Yeshi in turn imparted his
newly acquired knowledge to Khon Konchok Gyalpo (Ap 1034~
1102), the fourteenth Sakya Lama. The High Lama compiled
these esoteric teachings of the Buddha into a famous volume
called Lam-Des ("The Path and the Result’). Lam-Des became the
first bible for the monks of the Sakya-pa sect, Since then it has
been the sacred duty of every High Lama to interpret Lam-Des to
all his followers. When I was a child Lam-Des meant a colossal
congregation of monks, Monks, particularly the novices from
Sakya Monastery whose branches were scattered almost all over
Tibet, swarmed into our town. No monk was qualified to call
himself a Sakya-pa until he had heard the Sakya Kyap-Gon (‘Lord
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of Refuge’) reading Lam-Des. A monk (drapa) owes his most
reverential allegiance to the Kyap-gon who initiated him to
Lam-Des.

Three more sectarian volumes were mysteriously passed down
by Sakya Kunga Nyingpo (a0 1092-1148), the son of Konchok
Gyalpo. The Sakya-pa scriptures state that Kunga Nyingpo
retreated into meditation when he was twelve. Reciting a
mantra of Manjusri, the God of Knowledge, he instinctively
received his first set of knowledge, Shenpa Shidel. His second
spiritual discovery was Maha-kala, consisting of three separate
teachings. Bari, known as the Translator, is believed to have
found the first of these three teachings on Mount Maha in India,
and he presented it to Nyingpo. The second teaching was offered
to him by his tutor, Shangton Choeber, who found it in the heart
of a great Indian yogi during his cremation. The last, considered
the most profound tantric knowledge in thirteen books, was
presented to the Kunga Nyingpo by Malo-lodo Dakpa. The
authors of these sacred books of Sakya are anonymous. Con-
temporary Tibetans no doubt preferred mysticism to enlighten-
ment, confusion to clarity. The mystic origin of these books
made the sect appear more extraordinary and apostolic,

Two jealous lamas made an abortive attempt to murder Kunga
Nyingpo, but he died a natural death. He was succeeded by four
sons, two of whom became scholars of repute — Dakpa Gyaltsen
and Sonam Tsemo. Gyaltsen reccived from his holy father a
mystic knowledge symbolically called “the Eight-petalled Lotus’.
Each petal symbolized a teaching, and the whole Iotus symbolized
the Void, the essence and end of Mahayana Buddhism. Although
his birth was associated with heavenly signs of greatness, he did
not meke any fresh scriptural contribution towards the sect.
Religious lore says that after he was born he sat in a meditative
Pposture saying: ‘T am born in Salvation.’

One of the greatest Tibetan saint-scholars was Kunga Gyaltsen,
popularly known as Sakya Pandit (1181-1251). Hé studied at the
feet of his uncle Dakpa Gyaltsen and knew Sanskrit instinctively —
an in:‘.ellectual attribute which means a born genius., His know-
13f{ge of the tantric and sutra aspects of Mahayana Buddhism
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became legendary throughout Central Asia. According to Sakya-
pa writings, he wvas the only Tibetan who accepted a challenge
from an Indian Brahmin to debate and discuss the two aspects of
Buddhism, Sakya Pandit won. There is no other philosopher in
Tibet whose works have aroused such secular and monastic
attention. His best known work is Sakya Lekshe, a happy mixture of
ethics, morals and civies for everyone. When I was in Sakya, 1
saw many a wisc man settling petty disputes or family quarrels
by quoting a line or two from Sakya Lekshe. When he began: ‘As
Sakya Pandit said,” his clients and their opponents bowed their
heads in surrender. Such was Sakya Pandit’s benign impact on
Tibetan life. \

Since the Sakya Lamas were the first priest-rulers of Tibet who
established a working relationship with China, this is the right
place to consider the rights and wrongs of China’s suzerainty
over Tibet. Tibetans lived in a world of their own, and this self-
imposed isolation was undoubtedly one of the biggest factors
contributing to our tragedy. Tibet was too innocent. When I
read Heinrich Harrer’s Seven Years in Tibet at school, I found to
my sadness that not one person in the whole of Tibet could
repudiate the Chinese claim over Tibet in 1949. The international
legal status of our country was at the mercy of the big powers
outside. We had neither the knowledge nor the desire to
squabble over legal and political semantics. But if anybody
threatened the land of snow, the Tibetans reluctantly took up
arms, All we wanted was peace in both senses: we had no desire
for war, and we wanted to be left alone. As I study Tibetan
history, I feel proud of the Tibetan desire for self-determination.
It is the history of an undaunted struggle to maintain Tibet’s
independence against the intrigues and invasions of China, and to
a Jesser extent of Britain, Russia and Nepal.

The first recorded event in Sino-Tibetan relations took place
around ap 635, The thirty-third Tibetan king, Songtsen Gampo,
married a Chinese princess, Wen-ch’eng, and then a Nepalese
princess, besides his three Tibetan wives, When I was at the
Chinese school in Sakya, the Chinese teacher would say,
patronizingly : ‘Ever since Princess Wen-ch’eng married Songtsen
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et Ch ese and Tibetans have been blood relations.’
way it was an example of an equal if not weaker sovereign
)Pfermg his: daughter to:a stronger ‘one; as Tibet. was" mlhtarﬂy
'upenor to.-China at the time." However, ‘Gampo’s was not.a
)ohtxcally motivated .marriage. ‘The Tibetan chroniclers em-
)hatxcally state that, the king married two foreign princesses'in
srder o get the two most venerable images of Buddha for Tibet.
<At the ‘beginning of the eighth century the Tibetan king
Frxdh Tsukten repelled the invading Chinese from Lhasa and
5 :several -provinces of China. Secing his capital in’
langer, the.emperor agreed to pay tribute to Tibet. When the
’mpemr s successor failed to pay the tribute, Tibetan troops
,aptured Changan, the then Chinese capital, in Ap 763.
“’Ralpachen; the fortieth king and the greatest conqueror in
Tibetan history, invaded Western China at the beginning of the
inth century. However, this time Chinese monks and Tibetan
amas mediated to bring peace, Khung Khu Meru (Lake Koko
Nor).was declared the Sino-Tibetan border in the east, and the
)oundary was marked by stone pillars, erected in ap 821.
similar ‘pillars were erected in front of the Imperial Palace in
ha_ngan and the Potala Palace in Lhasa. Mutual pledges were
ctibéd ‘on these pillars both in Chinese and Tibetan: that
seithér China nor Tibet should trespass over the newly-defined
stderline.
onteiriporary chronicles described King Ralpachen’s ex-
d kingdom in poetic terms: ‘Solong-Shen Mountain like a
1 of white silk was the (eastern) frontier with the Chinese
‘ng of:Astrology; an iron pillar near the River Ganga was the
,v:(southern) frontier with the Indian King of Dharma; the gate of
P ‘Shadung was the (western) frontier with the Persian King
-of Wealth “and-the ridge of sand resembling the back of Nya-
vas the (northern) frontier with the King of Beta.” That
gréat military power in Central Asia from the
th t6.the ninth centuries is an indisputable historical fact.
nderstantl the- next - historical phase of Sino-Tibetan
u thust be aware of the tremendous impact -of
sphere of life in Tibet. Lamaism killed the fine




66 RED STAR OVER TIBET

militant spirit of Tibetans, and Tibet as a great military nation
was gone for ever. This change from the conquest of other
nations to the conquest of the human mind was extremely
sudden. The religious Tibetan will pray earnestly: ‘May I be
born in the land of Buddhism, Holy Tibet' ~ an attitude that
indicates the spiritual height to which Tibet had been elevated.
Mahayana Buddhism had been safely uprooted from its birthplace,
India, and transplanted miraculously well to the alien cultural
imate of Tibet. There it fourished. Scores of pandits from
India and Nepal spent their lives in Tibet, helping the Tibetan
lamas to translate Buddhist scriptures from Sanskrit into Tibetan;
Tibetans studied Buddhism in India and returned home to trans-
mit their knowledge. Tibet had certain rare Buddhist scriptures
which are not available even in Sanskrit. It is little wonder that
Tibet came to be regarded a5 an ‘abode of Buddhism’, and that
the Sakya Lamas, and subsequently the Dalai Lamas, were
thought to be Boddhusatras.

Political conditions before the Sakya Lamas gained supremacy
in Tibet must be briefly stated. Lang Dharma was the forty-first
King of Tibet, A fanatical follower of Bén, he destroyed monas-
teries, persecuted monks, and in short tried by every means to
exterminate Buddhism. Hence he was assassinated, After his
assassination Tibet disintegrated into petty principalitics, both
lay and monastic, and remained divided for more than three
centuries, There was no Chinese interference during this period,
though Tibetans near the Chinese border naturally had unofficial
trade relations, This long period might have provided an excel-
lent opportunity for the Chinese emperors to exploit the fluid
political situation in disunited Tibet, but they left the opportunity
to Ghengis Khan,

At the end of this period, in the early thirteenth century, the
Chinese Eroperar Kuei-cheng invited the Sakya Pandit to his
court., Through his tantric miracles and immense learning, the
Pandit converted the emperor to Lamaism, and became his
personal Lord of Refuge. Assisted by a Chinese team, the Pandit
translated a number of Buddhist texts from Sanskrit and Tibetan
into Chinese, including Lam-Des, the bible of the Sakya sect.
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Throughoqt his- hfe he held the B_udd}ust WorI
under -his intellectual sway, and his fame
Phagpa to become the-first priest-ruler’ (Tisri) of Tib
. Like his-uncle,. Phagpa was 4 great “scholat and ;
the Pandit’s death in 1251, he'succeeded as the nat r
at the Imperial Court. When the Mongol Kublai Khian'ové: 'threw,
the Sung Dynasty; he adapted.the Tibetan script to the iMon®
golian language, translated .Buddhist scriptures into Mongolx' ;
and promoted Lamaism among the Mongols Kublai Kha.n hlmself
became a confirmed Lamaist. Phagpa died in'1280, “andsthe title
“Tisri’ passed to another member of his family. Unlike the office of
Dalai Lama, the Sakya Lamahood was: hereditary. Twenty—elght
such Lamas in succession ruled over Tibet. They appointed. their.
own subordinates without the imperial consent. They. esta <
their own government, functioning' quite mdependend
Sakya. During their reign a number-of Indian: pandits.- vxsxted
Tibet, and Tibet’s cultural relations with India were stronges
than those with China, However, the tradition of sending‘“'é
brother or son of the reigning Sakya Lama to China as.China’s,
national mentor continued throughout the Sakya -era,” China: did
not intervene in any way when in 1358 the twenty-eighth Sakya
ruler was dethroned by the monk Changchub Gyaltsen. Chang-
chub Gyaltsen’s line ruled Tibet until 1435. Then there-was
another struggle for supremacy. Four kings of the Ringpong
dynasty ruled in succession from 1435 to 1565, followed: by
three Tsangpa kings between 1566 and 1642. Within a short.
span of less than three .centuries there bad been:three: major.
straggles for supremacy in Tibet, all among the Tibetans: them-
selves. The emperors at Pekmg did mot intervene:in these
polxucﬂ struggles, because Tibet was not under their dornain: *:
In an otherwise almost. static society, .the only. dynamlsm
came from. the Tibetan religious sects. These:sects, founded by,
the best brains in.the country, were responsible for every great
moverment in our cultural ‘history. In-the fourteenth century yet
another sect was fourided by: Tsong Khapa, ‘the Luther- of Tl
He'reformed Tibetan’ Buddhism drastically, and established:
8¢ Ul known as the. Geluk- pa or the Y ellow Hats ito ¥
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have referred already. (The Dalai and Panchen Lamas belong to
this sect.) Tsong Khapa was the most famous lama reformer; and
his sect was the most popular in Central Asia from the fourteenth
century onward. Thus, when Chu Yuan-Cheng overthrew the
Mongolian dynasty in China in 1368, he avent in search of the
famed Tsong Khapa. The Buddhist Emperors of China respected
the High Lamas of Tibet, and certainly did not use them as
political puppets. This remained the case until the advent of
‘Western political ideas in China, particularly those of Western
imperialism, which had arrived by the eighteenth century. It is
a tragic irony that from then on China inflicted on Tibet what
she herself was suffering from the Western colonial powers — so,
for instance, there were continued attempts by China to increase
Tibet's military dependence on her. Thus if we survey Central
Asian history through Westernized twentieth-century cyes it
appears indeed that the emperors of China used the High Lamas
for their political ends. This reading, however, seems dis-
astrously wrong. Tsong Khapa refused the imperial invitation on
the ground that he was ill, though at the request of a later
emperor, Che’ng-tsu, he sent one of his disciples to China. The
new sect spread like wildfire in Mongolia. In 1578 Sonam
Gyatso, the third ‘pope’ of the Yellow Hats, received the title
‘Dalai Lama’ from the Mongol ruler Altan Khan. ‘Dalai’ is
Mongol for “ocean’, and refers to the extent of Sonam Gyatso’s
knowledge. The Khan became a dedicated follower of the
Yellow Hats, and his subjects readily followed his example, With
the help of the Mongols, in the 1640s the fifth Dalai Lama
established supremacy over the other sects; and so the Dalai
Lamas ruled Tibet until 1950.

In 1652 the first Manchu Emperor of China invited the fifth
Dalai Lama to Peking as an independent sovereign, The honour
and the ceremonial reception given him were unparalleled in
Chinese history. This tradition was maintained until the Chinese
Empire fell. Sir Charles Bell described the thirtcenth Dala
Lama’s reception at Peking in 1902 : ‘The Emperor met him one
day’s journey from the capital. Arrangements were made by
which the Dalai Lama passed over the city walls instead of under,



THE MONXS OF SAKYA &9

for the city walls carry traffic, and it is unfitting that any should
pass over His Highness’s head. When receiving the Dalai Lama in
the Imperial Palace the Emperor came down from his throne and
advanced eighteen yards to meet him, a point of etiquette that
will be appreciated by all who have lived in Eastern countries.’
Here was the emperor of a colossal cultural empire bowing
before the Dalai Lama of tiny Tibet. The reason is simple: the
Dalai Lamas were the personal gurus of the Chinese emperors.
China sought spiritual guidance from Tibet, and Tibet sought
patrons for her Lamaism from China.

The sixth Dalai Lama, Tsangyang Gyatso, was a romantic
figure. He spent his youth composing erotic verses, drinking and
womanizing, instead of devoting himself to the study and practice
of Buddhism. His outrageous and staggering misbehaviour made
the Tibetans and Mongols suspicious of his reincarnation. In 1706
the Chinese and Mongols murdered the young Dalai Lama, and
installed a 25-year-old lama as the true reincarnmation. The
Tibetans refused to recognize him, and discovered a new in-
carnation in Litang, Fastern Tibet. The Mongols seconded the
Tibetan choice.

Fearing a Mongol-Tibetan alliance, the Emperor Kang Hsi
dispatched an army in 1718, but the Tibetans and Mongols
defeated the Chinese troops. Hence the Tibetan nominee was
enthroned as the sixth Dalai Lama, disallowing Tsangyang
Gyatso’s tenure of office. However, Tsangyang Gyatso has now
been reinstated as the sixth Dalai Lama, and his successor is
known as the seventh, The imperial troops remained in Tibet
until 1723, when the new Emperor Yung Ch’eng ordered their
evacuation and handed back territory annexed by China during
the crises over the sixth Dalai Lama. The Chinese left behind two
ambans {resident representatives of the emperor with a small
military escort), posted in Lhasa,

In 1791 the Gurkhas of Nepal invaded Tibet and captured
Shigatse. They were, however, defeated the following year by
a combined Chinese-Tibetan army. The victory pillar erected by
the Chinese in Lhasa states that the troops were composed of
men frt?m Solong, a district in the Tibetan province of Gyarong.
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After the defeat of the Gurkhas, the Chinese ambans naturally
got a stronger grip on the Tibctan administration. Ambans were
posted at Shigatse, Tingri, Chamdo and Traya, and the Tibetan
officials, both lay and ecclesiastical, were ordered to submit al}
vital decisions to them, The Dalai Lamas were highly respected,
provided they reached maturity; between 1804 and 1876, four
of them (the ninth, tenth, eleventh and twelfth) died at the ages
of nine, twenty-one, eighteen and nineteen respectively. It is
possible that the ambans had some hand in these premature
deaths, for they could impose their authority on a regent more
casily than on a Dalai Lama, The Chinesc Resident was also to
assist in the selection of the Dalai and Panchen Lamas, and an
imperial order was dssued on the procedure of selecting high
incarnates. The ambans exercised active power from 1720 to
about 1840, and thercafter their power was nominal.

‘When the Limbu tribes of Nepal invaded Tibet, China did not
help the Tibetans to expel them; nor did she help when a Sikh -
force of 5,000 under Zorawar Singh invaded Western Tibet in
1841, Tibetan troops alone expelled both the invaders. In 185¢
Nepalese forces invaded for the second time, under the pretext
that their subjects were ill-treated. The Nepalese were victorious,
and a treaty was signed by which Nepal gained extra-territorial
rights in Tibet, Why China did not come to Tibet’s assistance
seems clear: China and Tibet had made no military pact. In 1863
the Chinese invaded Gyarong in Eastern Tibet and annexed it to
China.

In 18g0 the British Government in India wanted to establish
trade relations with Tibet, but they were uncertain whether to
approach China or Tibet. Knowing that the Chinese authority
extended during the eighteenth century in Tibet, the British
contacted China, and in 1893 signed a convention with her,
without Tibet’s knowledge. But when Britain applied for her
concessions, the Tibetan Government rejected the convention,
and the British came to realize how little influence the Chincse
had over Tibet in actual practice. Lord Curzon, who became
Viceroy of India in 1899, was compelled to regard Chinese
control over Tibet as a ‘constitutional fiction — a political



THE MONKS OF SAKYA bas

affectation which has only been maintained because of its con-
venience to both parties’. .

In 1904 Lord Curzon dispatched a military mission under
Colonel Francis Younghusband to impose a trade agreement. The
Tibetan troops were defeated, and the Dalai Lama’s Regent
signed a convention with the British in Lhasa. Seals of the Dalai
Lama, the Kashag (Ministerial Council), the National Assembly
and of the three big monasteries were stamped on the Agreement,
but the Chinese were not signatories.

The British military expedition and the subsequent convention
made the Chinese realize that their power in Tibet had dis-
appeared. So in 1910 China invaded Tibet, and the Dalai Lama
fled to India. But Chinese control was short-lived : in China revolu-
tion broke out, and in 1912 the Tibetans drove the remnants of
the Chinese forces out of Tibet. *With that,” writes the Dalai
Lama, ‘Tibet became completely independent, and from 1912
until the Chinese invasion in 1950 neither the Chinese nor any
other State had any power whatever in Tibet.’

The International Commission of Jurists’ report to the
United Nations, The Question of Tibet and the Rule of Law, sams up
conclusively: “Tibet’s position on the expulsion of the Chinese
in 1912 can fairly be described as one of de facto independence
and there are, as explained, strong legal grounds for thinking
that any form of legal subservience to China had vanished. It is
therefore submitted that the events of 1911—12 made the re-
emergence of Tibet as a fully sovereign State independent in fact
and in law of Chinese control.’

Even more than international law and Tibetan history, it is the
Tibetan people who convince me that Tibet belongs to them. My
parents, my relatives, my family friends and acquaintances owed
their entire allegiance, both political and spiritual, to the Dalai
Lama. Some of them vaguely knew also that the Dalai Lamas in
ancient times were the spiritual gnides of the Chinese Emperors,
who venerated them as any devout disciple venerates his guru.
‘When 1 tried to explain to Mother that the Chinese claimed
sovereignity over Tibet, she snapped with her practical common
sense and simplicity: ‘And you believe the Chinese? They tell
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lies with greater conviction than we honest people use when we
speak the truth.” Then I asked her what difference it would have
made to the ordinary Tibetans whether Tibet was ruled by the
aristocrats and lamas, or by the Chinese. She answered: ‘Tibetan
rulers were bad, but the Chinese are worse. Think back to when
you were a little boy. When I pinched your bottom hard when
you were naughty, you cried a little and stopped; but when
others, especially outsiders, hit you a little, you cried aloud and
wept as if your parents were dead. Yes, the Chinese are Chinese
and the Tibetans are Tibetans.’
For 38 years Tibet enjoyed de facto independence. She toak no
part in the Sino-Japanese War, refused permission to transport
war supplies from India to China through Tibet during the
Second World War, and participated in the conference of Asian
countries held in Delhi. In 1948 she sent an official trade delega.
tion with Tibetan passports which were recognized by Ind%:,
China, France, Italy, Britain and the USA. But most of these steps
~ particularly those initiated by the Tibetan government itself —
were last-minute desperate efforts to establish international
relations, and were thus too late. Surely, 38 years was -ample
time for Tibet to make herself independent de jure as well as de
facto. This was a golden opportunity that Tibet missed. Between
1912 and 1950 the Western powers were Preoccupied with the
two great wars, and in China Mao and Chiang were fighting for
supremacy. Then who or what was to blame?

There were various causes: the fanaticism and ignorance of
the lamas; the irresponsible and pleasure-loving nature of the
aristocrats, and the utter simplicity and complete innocence of
the Tibetan masses. To offset this, the thirteenth Dalai Lama,
who was in power from 1895 to 1933, was extremely progres-
sive. He was forced to flee twice — once to China and once to
India —~ and he learned much from his experiences. After the
restoration of Tibet’s independence in 1912, he made every
possible effort to open up the country. But his small steps scemed
giant strides to the unworldly Tibetans. When a plan was drawn
up to build a road from the Indian border to Lhasa, via Phaxj,
Gyantse and Shigatse, the people living along the proposed route
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Tsepon Lungshar, the finance minister, led the “Young Tibet
Group’ — a liberal democratic party. Lungshar, who had visited
India and some European countries, including England, outlined
some reform programmes with four or five of his colleagues in
Lhasa. But there was a leakage, and he was charged with treason;
so his efforts to democratize Tibet fizzled out.

Another outstanding Tibetan tried to reform and save Tibet
— the geshé Gyedun Choephal of Amdo. A brilliant Buddhist
scholar in Tibetan and Sanskrit, he translated Sanskrit works
into Tibetan, and wrote excellent treatises and an objective,
readable history of Tibet, swhich he left incomplete while
in prison. However, before his premature tragic death, he added
a touching verse to his unfinished history:

Even though evidence is produced and truth proved,

Blinded are the eyes of malice and ignorance.

It is true that an envious man

Is angered by the greatness of others.
He had both political and intellectual antagonists; the latter were
mostly monks, He visited Mongolia, Russia and India. He was
accused of being a Russian spy, and consequently imprisoned.
Later some of his writings on democratic reforms in Tibet were
discovered. He was finally driven mad, and died in prison,

1 do not say that Lungshar or Gyedun Choephal could have
saved Tibet, However, 1 would assert that we Tibetans were
responsible for our tragedy to a large extent. It would be unfair
to condemn individual lamas, individual monasteries or individual
aristocrats. The whole system was rotten to the core, and could
not withstand twentieth-century pressures. It was ready to fall,
and it fell disastrously.
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advised to ‘give up your own interests and take up the interest of
others’. The clause proclaims the individual’s right to follow his
own sect. Different religious sccts played vital political roles in
shaping the destiny of Tibet, much as political parties have done
in more secularly orientated countries, and this stipulation
helped to preserve sectarian rights and check sectarian domina-
tion in particular periods of history. The power of a governor is
clearly defined: he is authorized to collect taxes and donations
as required for the government; but he has no power to grant
land without consulting the central government, except during
emergencies, such as floods or war. The decree warns the
governor to sec that his subordinates do not treat his subjects
unjustly and cruelly. He is reminded that creditors are allowed
to take only simple, not compound interest.

The second clause deals with the holding of investigations,
both the hearing and the trial. A fair hearing must be granted to
all. The judge is first of all to examine the accuser’s charges, and
to ascertain that they are not trumped-up accusations. Only if
both parties are intellectual equals (which must be assessed by
the lawyers carlier) can they be heard and tried together before
the legal commission; otherwise accusation and defence must be
heard separately. The Tibetan legal system, unlike the mechanical
complex laws of today, sought to find the truth rather than to
test the ingenuity of a hired lawyer, and put its trust in the
integrity of the Jaw officials. In a small socicty like Sakya, most
people knew who was right and who was vwrong even before the
assizes opened. A wrong verdict meant the loss of the judge’s
reputation. ‘Hot trial’ (flogging during the hearing of a case) was
resorted to when there was no other way of getting at the truth.
Asa Jed ] used to watch unfeelingly some criminal being whipped,
while the two law officials would interrogate him during the
intervals between the lashing scssion.

The third clause is on making arrests. A person is liable to
arrest if he shows disrespect for the king; fights with weapons;
Tobs or steals; rebels or spies; or if he violates the law in any
other way. The murderer must be arrested and punished in
public. The blacker the criminal the tighter the arrest, says the
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clause, The classification of crimes was based on the scheme of
values prized and accepted by the Tibetan society, though 2
commoner might argue rationally that the life of a high lama is no
more precious than his own.

The fourth clause places the black deeds in the order of
descending seriousness: killing an incarnate lama, a high
ecclesiastic, or a government official ; stealing from the monastic
or royal coffers; killing one’s parents; desecrating holy objects;
casting black tantric spells; arson and poisoning. Punishments
for such crimes could be ‘taking out eyeballs; amputation of
tongue or hand ; throwing the criminal alive into water or from a
precipice’. However, as the influence of Buddhism increased,
capital punishment and mutilation decreased considerably, and
finally the thirteenth Dalai Lama officially banned such un-
Buddhist punishments. This clause was preserved because the
Tibetans, like any cultured people, have a peculiar passion for the
past, a respect bordering on veneration; the institutions estab-
lished by the ancient mighty kings and the enlightened medieval
lamas were not to be questioned. Another reason was that they
belicved that the spiritual world was progressively degenerating;
hence past achievements could not be surpassed.

The fifth clause concerns fines, which were all defined in
amounts of gold, Conversion from gold into currency used to be
one of the most bafiling jobs for the lawyer, These figures were
rough guides only, and much was left to the lawyer’s discretion
and common sense. Mother recalls that most fines were imposed
in terms of religious penances: three days of prostration before
holy images in the temples, a thousand butter lamps, and so on.

The sixth clause lays down the powers of tax-collectors and
travelling officials to prevent exploitation and curb their
rapacity. Their privileges ave legalized; and the tralpas are
warned they may not provide the officials with more than the
law accords them, The rights and privileges of officials on a
journey are defined.

The seventh clause, like the third clause on making arrests,
indicates the hierarchic order upon which society was built,
grading indemnities for murder according to the social status of
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the person killed. A regicide might have to pay the same weight
in gold as the assassinated king’s body. The rate for the murder
of a high lema, or nobleman next to the supreme ruler in the
hierarchy, is 120 sang; for the lower nobility, between 20 and 60
sang. Six sang in each case are to be paid to the government, One
fourth of the total life indemnity goes to the law officials for pens
and ink, the rest to the family of the murdered person.

The eighth clause deals with injuries caused by abortive
attempts to murder or kill. Injuries above the belt gain larger
fines than those below it. An injury of about a ‘finger square’ is
liable to three coins; the breakage of a bone of coin size, one
sho-gang. Clothes and other articles stained with blood are to be
replaced by the person causing the injury, who will also provide
the injured party with six hels of tsampa, one khel of chang, and a
leg and shoulder of mutton, Where the injury is accidental, the
injured will receive the cost of medical treatment. Even the king
has to pay the cost of medical treatment for anyone he has
injured. The suspected murderer has to pay only one-third of the
life indemnity. Anyone who shoots at a thief and kills him has to
perform the customary death rituals.

The ninth clause describes some esoteric ways of settling
insoluble cases, and is an amplification of part of the second
clause. When the facts fail to come to light, when a case is
beyond the lawyer’s comprehension, or when evidence is
lacking, the dispute is resolved by swearing, and by playing dice
or picking out black and white pebbles from a bottle of water or
boiled oil. A person is permitted to swear if he is respected for
his integrity. Swearing is especially effective because of the
Tibetans’ profound belief in their faith.

The tenth clause deals with fines imposed on thieves and
robbers, Those who steal from the royal coffin may be fined
thousands of times the value stolen; from a monastic establish-
ment, eighty times; from a commoner’s house, cight to nine
times, The stolen goods are to be returned intact in each case.
If the thief does not confess when the evidence is against him,
the government can impose extra fines.

The eleventh clanse is devoted to divorce, which may involve
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not only a married couple but parents and children, and brothers’
and sisters in a closely-knit family. This decree is perhaps the
most consulted clause of the Thirteen Decrees. If the husband
is proved to be right he is awarded eighteen gold coins and a
complete set of clothes. If, on the other hand, the wife is proved
to be right, she is entitled to twelve coins and a daily wage of
grain. (During Mother’s time one such gold coin was valued at
ten sang.) In addition, her dowry will be repaid. The sons of the
marriage go with the father, the daughters with the mother, If
the divorce involves division of the land, the sons will get the
preference. The second type of divorce concerns the disintegra-
tion of an established family. When a son or daughter desires to
live separately, a daughter gets a quarter of the amount given to a
son. If one of them decides to become a monk or a mun, the
family must provide him or her with provisions and clothing.

After eleven serious decrees, the twelfth, on adultery, comes
as a relief. According to ancient codes, says the clause, such a
person may be punished depending on three stages of sexual
intimacy: first, wooing; second, the verge of sexual intercourse;
third, the act of intercourse. Intercourse on one or two occasions
may be condoned. If there have been more than 6o occasions, a
fine of 6o khels of grain may be imposed on the adulterers. Some
Western scholars have written that the husband has the right to
cut off his unfaithful wife’s nose or ear; one could question this
sensational statement. Here is a rough rendering of the relevant
passage in the book: ‘Although it is decreed in some old law
books formulated by the ancient kings that any of the limbs of
the licentious may be amputated and he be banished, this is
applicable only if 2 commoner commits adultery with the wife of
a person of authority, ecclesiastical or governmental.” When a
man seduces the wife of another he is required to pay the rightful
husband three gold coins and one-fourth of the standard life
indemnity. If a woman seduces the husband of another, she has
to perform some social ceremonies; and the greater the social
incompatibility the heavier the fines.

The thirteenth and final clause is a miscellaneous one. Never-
theless, it is important because it deals with ordinary human
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relations. The borrower of an animal is held respensible if the
animal is lost or killed. He should also be held responsible if it
dies within twelve hours from the time of its return, in which
case he has to pay its total cost. An arsonist will be fined the value
of the property burnt and will have other fines imposed at the
lawyer’s discretion, Turning from fire to water, Tibetan farmers
found that the best way of harming their enemies was to flood
their fields; it is the duty of the law officials, says the clause, to
scrutinize such cases and ensure justice to the wronged.

The Thirteen Decrees end with advice to the custodians of the
law: ‘Remember that Kunchok-Sum is your eternal witness. Be
careful of wily litigants and prejudiced mediators.’

The Decrees were formulated for Tibetans living at a certain
period of history; neverthcless, as far as I can remember, the
system sufficed even in the early rg95os. Tibet’s self-sufficiency as
a nation in every conceivable way never ceases to be a source of
pride for me. She had her own scheme of values, her own in-
stitutions, and other marks of a highly sophisticated civilization.
The Tibetans were so deeply entrenched in these values that they
were unwilling to exchange them for any better, and clung to the
old at all costs, This is the heart of our national tragedy.

A discussion of Mother’s legal experiences will demonstrate
the Thirtcen Decrees in action,

The Earth Bull Year (1949) was a time of unprecedented thefts
in Sakya. A wealthy Nepalese tradesman was robbed; but the
greatest shock to the peaceable citizens was the theft of some
golden holy objects, stored in the great Sakya monastery. They
shook their heads at such a sacrilegious, devilish deed, speculating
about the thieves’ identity. Some nights my family could not
slecp; they could hear an occasional gunshot from the wealthy
houses, and the victims’ desperate, hoarse cries for help. My
mother used to watch from our housetop, excited, frightened,
and wondering what would happen if the thieves came to our
house. We had no man to protect us. Mother was told that she
should hire some strong men to guard our house. She shrugged
her shoulders and said: “What can they steal from us? There are
many rich houses for them to rob.” But they came nevertheless.
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injured his reputation, and threatened her with 2 lawsuit. In
reply she admitted the loss of her two lengths of cloth, but
denied any share in the rumour, and told him to go to court if he
so desired. He then sued us.

I still have the utmost admiration for Mother’s courage in
pursuing any course she took up to the very end, and for the way
in which she faced bullying and malicious attacks while we
children were still too young to be of any help to her. She would
say: ‘I can put up with being robbed, but the robber can’t live
with his deed.” She often railed against the fact that, being a
woman, she was bullied by the stronger sex. The Tibetans
tended to ride roughshod over widows and women in general, as
happens in any patriarchal society. The weak government further
encouraged this state of affairs.

Tibetan judicial procedure was peculiar to itself. Since the
government was not departmentalized, there was no separate
court as sach. Judicial power was invested in the ill-organized
government; though in recent times a separate court had been
established in Lhasa. But in Sakya, as in other places, there wasno
separate judicial body. Thus when Cheme, the suspect, presented
his petition to the Sakya local government, the governor
appointed two senior officials (donnye) to investigate the case.
These legal commissioners acted as judge and jury all in one.
After the initial summons each disputant had to report separately
to the Commissioners. With a great sense of pride and an air of
wisdom, Mother used to describe the legal world’s ceremonies,
complexities and intrigues. The first presentation before the law
officials is very important, she told us. You enter the court with
bowed head, firmly yet not arrogantly ; any faltering step would
indicate your lack of confidence. Placing a kadar (white ceremon-
ial scarf) before His Honour, you retreat a few steps, and with
bowed head and bended knees unfold your case in the most
honorific language. Your original statements must neither be
altered nor added to. You must not contradict yourself, and nust
always substantiate your initial statements.

The law officials were not stipposed to accept bribes, though
in actual practice bribes were the only way of achieving a result.



84 RED STAR OVER TIBET

Nearly every week Mother, with bribe in hand, had to go to each
of the two officials. Mother recalls that one of the judges was ‘an
impartial holy man’, but that his colleague had a ‘big stomach’
for bribes. If she offered three balls of butter or a basin of sugar,
this second judge would reply: ‘I shall speed up your case, and
the matter will soon be in black and white.” When she brihed
him with a 100 sang note, he would solemnly intone: ‘You need
not worry too much, as the evidence is increasingly guaranteeing
your victory.” He would then add: ‘I am sure you will win the
case, but it is a matter of time.’ Indeed it was a matter of time.
The officials would unnecessarily prolong a case until they were
satisfied with the bribes offered.

But when Mother took only a small bribe she would return
home highly disappointed. The judge threatened her with a
public whipping because she was hiding the truth. He would say:
‘Woman, your accuser has made fresh charges which are all
supported by clear evidence. You had better confess before it is
too late. Otherwise we will lock you up in a cell and whip you
until the truth is wrung from your crying mouth.” And with
pretended indignation he would throw her humble offerings back
at her. “This is not necessary,” he would say, meaning, ‘this is not
enough.’

Nevertheless, there were some impartial and conscientious
law officials. In Mother’s case, Tsedor the more honest of the
two judges, rejected money, but accepted little presents. He was
primarily responsible for expediting the case and restoring justice,
Tibetan lawyers had no substantial fixed fees; they were entitled
to one-fourth of the fines imposed on the guilty, which was very
little normally.

After months of individual and collective hearings, Cheme was
arrested. He was also suspected of the monastic theft. Owing to
the lack of evidence even after his arrest, he could not be con-
clusively Pronounced guilt)n As the case progressed slowly, it
became more and more complex. Eventually the robbery at the
monastery overshadowed everything else, while ours became a
secondary issue. Cheme would still not admit his guilt, although
the evidence against him was overwhelming, Therefore the ‘hot
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trial’ (Hogging and hearing similtancously) became imperative. A
date was fixed, but unfortunately the thief escaped just before the
scheduled day. It was discovered that his ‘wife had sent him a
hacksaw concealed in a bag of tsampa, and he sawed through the
bars. Before a month had gone, news reached Sakya that Cheme
was in Shigatse. Yet the government at Sakya did not bother to
bring him back, just as if he were in a foreign territory. At any
rate, the complex case was resolved: the thief was self-convicted
and Mother became the undeclared victor.

We children rejoiced at the outcome, but Mother regretted
that the case could not reach its properly logical conclusion. The
aftermath was unpleasant. My sister Donkar recalls how fright-
ened she was in Shigatse, when she accompanied Mother on
business trips, because Cheme was said to have told some
Sakyans that it was there he would have his revenge on us. But
despite her fears Mother enjoyed the admiration of many, and
even used to boast a little of her success, throwing out a few
legal phrases in the market. Her faith in the law became greater,
and she would reply to any possible bullying: “This is not a jungle
or desert. We have an impartial law in our land, codified by a
pious, just king, and maintained by an enlightened lama.’
Because of her constant contact with people of all classes, she was
a glib talker and knew the art of dealing with man.

As the brightest member of her family, she became the mentor
of our large circle of relatives. Even Grandfather used to say of
her: ‘Aki is the only man in our family.’ One day our Aunt
Nyima rushed into our house, with tears in her eyes, and poured
out her grievances to Mother. During a recent village meeting, a
villager nareed Wadhar vefused to accept a drink of chang from
her bowl. Her husband, our Uncle Lakchung, at once demanded
an explenation, Wadhar’s reason for his refusal was that Aunt
Nima's ‘bone was impure’, meaning that she was low-caste.

Although easte in Tibet was not nearly as rigid and inhuman as
in India, it certainly existed. Butchers, hunters and smiths,
especially blacksmiths, were known as ‘impure bones’ — a term
applied to the occupations which the non-violent Buddhists
considered the most sinful. According to an eminent Tibetan
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historian: ‘Because butchers kill animals, blacksmiths make
weapons and agricultural implements (tools for violence), and
because hunters shoot wild animals, these people were originally
considered bad in the theological sense.” As Buddhism rapidly
became the pivotal force of Tibetan society, ‘bad’ in the rcligious
sense became ‘bad’ in the social sense also; but the three graups
were not ostracized. The ‘impure bones’ could not share a
common cup with the rest of the community, they married
within their small homogeneous group, and their sons were not
permitted to pursue a monastic carcer. Apart from these three
stipulations, the ‘impure bones’ participated fully in religious,
cultural and social life. Our family had several friends from the
impure class, and they were always invited to our annual religious
functions and social get-togethers. They stayed in the same room,
joked, conversed, sang and danced with the rest. Nevertheless
the stigma was felt, though borne stoically.

This was the social background to Aunt Nyima's problem.
Mother accepted the challenge, since the case concerned the
entire circle of our relatives, no matter how distant. Most of
them were within a radius of two or three days’ journey on
horseback, Mother’s first task was to trace her maternal ancestry
— an easy task, since Tibetans kept close family ties. She was
pleased to find no Joophole whatsoever. The head of a large
cultured, rich house in the town of Shab joined in on Mother’s
side; he was @ man well known for his voluability and glibness.
Wadhar also had a wealthy relative in the Shab area. The two
men were friends, and devised a mutually acceptable com-
promise, which saved both parties’ finances and Wadhar’s face.
Wadhar had no evidence to prove the impurity, and to avoid
Jegal complications he agreed to acknowledge that his accusation
was false and to retract it in public. The ceremony took place in
front of the outer gate of the Great Sakya Monastery, in the midst
of a crowd of onlookers. Wadhar poured three cups of chang and
placed a snow-white kadar around Mother’s neck, saying in a
subdued voice: ‘I am sorry I wrongly accused your family, 1
vetract my scandalous statement made to Mr Lakchung. Your
bone is pure.’
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Judging from Mother’s two lawsuits, Tibetan law was just.
Though a case might take time and money and cause anxiety, the
verdict seldom went against the inmocent. The temporary
justices of the peace might unnecessarily prolong cases to extract
the maximum amount of bribes, But even corrupt judges knew
that ultimately they had to restore justice, and that they must
heed public opinion if they were to retain their reputation.

However, this same just law did not apply to the two foreign
communities in Tibet, the Nepalese and the Kashmiri Muslims,
During a religious festival a Nepali killed a Tibetan in an open
fight. As he was immune from the normeal judicial procedure, he
was arrested and taken to Shigatse, where there was a Nepalese
trade agent. After three years of imprisonment, he returned to
Sakya. Since the Nepalese were outside Tibetan jurisdiction, they
often took the Jaw into their own hands. There was a time when
even the nobility feared them. When I was a small boy I spent
weeks in terror of them, after I had fought with my best friend,
Lakpa Tsering, the son of a wealthy Nepali tradesman, caught
him by his earring and tore a hole in his earlobe. Knowing
their communal strength, I was scared and even Mother was
frightened, but mercifully they left us alone.

There are various theories about the arrival of the Nepalese in
Tibet. Some came as skilful silver- or goldsmiths, to make holy
figures; some were petty traders; others were the remmnants of
the Gurkha expeditionary force of 1855. Having defeated the
Tibetan army, the Gurkhas dictated a treaty granting extra-
territorial rights for Nepalese nationals resident in Tibet. These
people, known as Khatsars, had become completely Tibetanized ;
the majority of them could not even speak Nepali, nor had they
ever seen Nepal and its king. But because they enjoyed extra-
ordinary privileges they preferred to owe their allegiance to
distant Nepal. Mother’s Khatsar conternporaries were all pro-
ducts of intermarriage. When a Tibetan man married 2 Khatsar
woman, he acquired Nepali citizenship. The Khatsars were all
Buddhists and merchants by occupation. Tibetans had a low
opinion of them, and would warn the inexperienced: ‘Be careful
of the two-headed Khatsars. They side with Nepal when it is
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victorious and with Tibet when it is victorious.” After the 19
uprising at Lhasa the Khatsars were given a choice between
Chincse or Nepalese citizenship, Surprisingly, four families in
Sakya opted for Chinese citizenship.

The sccond foreign community in Tibet consisted of the
Muslims. In Sakya there were no permanent Muslims, but many
tradesmen used to visit Sakya annually during the Dochen
festival. In Kalimpong I have met a few Tibetan Muslims, known
as Khache. They have impressed me with their love for Tibet;
and even more with their remarkable ability to preserve their
communal identity, and at the same time to absorb Tibetan
social and cultural customs. The Khaches had close social
relations with the aristocracy. In Tibet Buddhists and Muslims
lived peacefully together, with no religious conflict. The Khache
mosque was built right inside the Buddhist consecrated area of
Lhasa. There were Muslim schools where Urdu and Tibetan
were taught and the Koran was studied. Khache Bhalu, a Tibetan
Muslim, is a great Tibetan literary figure, author of a widely-read
philosophical treatise based on the common ideals of Buddhism
and Islam. Khaches wore Tibetan dress, spoke perfect Tabetan
and ate Tibetan food., Some of their men married Tibetan
women, who were invariably converted to the Muslim faith.

On the basis of their Kashmiri ancestry, the Tibetan Muslims
considered themselves Indian nationals. In 1961 about fifteen
hundred Tibetan Muslims were transferred from Lhasa, Shigatse
and Tsethang to the hill stations of India, A Khache whom I met
in Kalimpong — an old man with a long silvery beard — was full
of nostalgic memorics of heavenly Tibet. He told me: ‘We can’t
be more free even in India than we were in Tibet. Our only
obligation was that some of our elders used to attend the New
Year celebrations and do obeisance to the Dalai Lama. We owe
him and his government immense gratitude. Son, you will never
have the happiness and freedom that we enjoyed in Tibet.’



CHAPTER §

- Love and Marriage

It was three years since Father’s death — ample time to recover
economically from the expense of the funeral rites, and also from
the grief we felt. By this time Abu and Donkar were in their mid
teens. One summer evening, to our dismay and bewilderment,
Mother announced that she would have to remarry. She explained
that, unless she had a strong partner who could saddle, load and
unload our donkeys, she could not possibly continue our petty
trade, Remarriage was essential if we hoped to acquire greater
social status and income, In short, she was to remarry for our
sakes, to build a great future for us. Moreover, a fatherless
family was often bullied. Who would protect a weak woman with
a bunch of children?

1 took this shocking news to heart, and felt that she was
betraying us, A mixture of anger, envy and sadness possessed me.
The reactions of Abu and my sisters were equally emotional.
Abu and Donkar told me with grave concern that a stepfather
would certainly give us a stepfather’s treatment, citing a number
of examples already familiar to me. As a child who needed love
more than milk, I was exceedingly selfish and felt jealous. Abu
was old enough to foresee a possible danger to our inheritance,
no matter how little wealth and money we possessed.

Consequently they urged me to ask Mother to abandon the
plan. They thought that Mother would pay no heed to them, but
would take notice of my childish tears and cries. ‘Mother,’ I
pleaded, ‘have pity on us fatherless children. Have you forgotten
the Jast words of Father?’ Mother broke down and wept bitterly.
‘You are all unfortunate children; you do not have a millet-grain
of luck. You did not do any meritorious deeds in your last life to
deserve your good father.”

Despite our wnanimous protest she did not change her mind,
for she sincerely felt that a stepfather was desirable and necessary.
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We continued to be resentful for several days. Tibetan family life
lasts from the cradle to the grave; and we could not endure the
anticipation of an unfriendly and mean outsider in our family.

Our new stepfather, Wangyal-la, arrived without any cere-
mony. To our pleasant surprise he proved to be exceptionally
loving to all of us. After his early retirement from the army he
had been employed as a donkey driver by a large agrarian family
in Samling, about six miles from Sakya. His character harmonized
with Abu's. He was humble, unassuming and quiet, and his
inexhaustible energy and love of work were great assets to our
family. He showed no sign of favouritism even after the birth of
our half-brother, Sonam Rinchen (later to be called Kesang
Tenzin). But unfortunately Wangyal-la died within the year,

Among the Tibetans there was a popular belief that 2 mole on
the face made a woman deadly to her husband, and made a man
formidable to his enemies. As if to prove the truth of this,
Mother, who had such a male, lost her second husband, Wangyal~
Ia had gone with Abu to Kalimpong on his first commercial trip,
and returned home shivering from head to foot with malaria.
Abu too Jooked completely washed out; they had faced almost
insurmountable difficulties on the return journey. Wangyal-la
never recovered from the fever; but we bore his death stoically
enough.

Apart from Mother’s fatal mole, another factor responsible for
our stepfather’s death was our protest against his coming, which
created a bad omen. Mother’s life was a constant struggle against
gods and men, against nature and Karma, to win a place in the
world for her children. Yet whenever she tried to assert herself
beyond the limited horizon of Sakya fate knocked her down and
she found herself once again where she began. Occasionally she
would protest: ‘O Kunchok-Sum, what have I done to deserve
all this misery? Surely I am getting more than my fair share.” At
other times, in a mood of self-condemnation, she would cry: ‘I
have sinned against the Sangha. I have bewitched a potential
Buddha and I am suffering for it now.’

After this tragedy Mother, still undaunted, had yet another
hope for a brighter future — in the growth of her children. Abu
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was put in charge of the goods in the open market, her profits
went to her friends, Later on, Mather could not trust her own
davghter. Donkar was incapable of keeping a secret. But her
crude sense of humour, characteristically Tibetan, and her cheer-
ful disposition solved many of our family problems, In a society
where shyness and modesty were feminine virtues, and where
diffidence paid dividends, Donkar was too frank and undotnesti.
cated. She was one of the prettiest girls in Sakya, and must have
broken the record for the number of her boy-friends.

In Tibet Jovers were far more down-to-earth than Romeo and
Juliet. Although married couples were extremely faithful, the
unmarried, particularly the young people, enjoyed much pre-
marital licence. It was Mother’s constant regret that she did not
heed the saying: ‘Girls and garlic should be sold before their
scent dies,” Being the eldest daughter, Donkar was badly needed
at home to assist Mother in her struggle to bring us all up.
Mother would persuade and threaten Donkar, trying to make her
give up her lover Tengyal-la, the son of an aristocratic family.
Because Donkar was pretty he loved her, but because she was the
daughter of a comparatively poor family he would not marry her,
Indeed, his parents would never have permitted him to do so,

Obstinately, Donkar continued with him. Mother was driven
to threaten her with the letter of the law, which forbade a couple
to marry if they were nearer in blood relations than seventh
cousins. Such a nuptial crime had a frightful social stigma, aud in
primitive times those committing it were cased alive in leather
and thrown into the river. Mother told Donkar a white lie: that
Tengyal was a distant relation of ours. All the same, Donkar had
two sweet sons by him. Her future seemed hopeless and her
family disgraced, which upset Mother immensely. In the end she
escaped to India, where she married a Khampa freedom fighter;
even before she arrived there Tengyal had married another
woman.,

Donkar’s disobedience and misbehaviour were all the more
objectionable because she had taken no notice of Mother’s advice,
Though in the West the giver of advice tends to be treated with
contempt, in Tibet advice was much sought after and valued
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tremendously. When they wrote to the lamas, Tibetans asked for
nothing but blessings; when they wrote to their clders, they
asked for nothing but advice., ‘Please advise me, the ignorant’
was a cliché, and advice was given abundantly and extravagantly.
Of all pieces of advice, the one most often given was: ‘Be
obedient and respectful to your parents.’ It is in this context
that Mother’s violent objections to Donkar's unseemly behaviour
should be seen. Since parents usually knew the weakness and
strength of their children, and also loved them, parental control
was indispensable. Advice had a special relevance to youngsters
in Tibetan society. We did not get our primary preparation for
life in school, as is the case in a modern society. Our mentors
were those who had experienced everything except death.

In retrospect, Mother’s iron determination, undaunted
courage and strength of mind impress me enormously. But
because of her single-minded determination she would be on the
verge of either a nervous breakdown or a heart attack during the
crises that occurred throughout my childhood. However, she
used to recover from her mental wounds in time to prevent any
drastic impediments to our progress. The storm over Donkar’s
affairs slowly cleared.

One bright autumn day, I was listening to Mother saying her
rosary, turning her silver prayer wheel and murmuring her
prayers., She was obviously not concentrating, but was pondering
something 1 did not yet know about. Finally she said, with
deliberation: ‘The duty of good parents is to prepare their
children for the journey through life. When I have finished with
your and your brother’s marriage, my duty will be almost com-
pleted. Then I can die in peace.” Mechanically operating her
rosary and prayer wheel, she continued: ‘The duty of good
children is to perform all the funeral rites with due ceremony
when their parents depart for the heavenly fields.’

Abu was then about sixteen, and this was the first indication
that Mother was busy planning for his wedding. Her plans were
sound and rational. My youngest sister, Dawa Bhuti, had had a
nasty fall from a cliff near our house. Her left foot was badly
injured and she became permanently crippled; thus her matri-
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monial prospects were 'gloomy. Nor could she work hard at
home. Mother put her in a nunnery, and sent Sonam Rinchen,
my half-brother, to a monastery. Mother felt that Abu and I
might not get along with a half-brother. Besides, the age differ-
ence between the two of us and him was wide, and so a common
marriage for all three of us, according to the Tibetan practice
whereby brothers shared the same wife, would be extremely
difficult. These were the superficial secular reasons, Mother also
had a profound philosophical reason for dedicating Sonam and
Dawa to the monastic life. She had never forgiven herself for her
criminal sin of pulling down Father, once a monk, to the laity.
Therefore she resolved to contribute one or two of her children
to the Sangha. Monks and nuns were believed to add to their
parents’ store of good deeds, which would determine their next
life. Besides, this was a good opportunity for Mother to assert one
of the law suits. For only ‘pure bones’ could enter a monastery.

As well as preparing for the imminent wedding, Mother
wanted to establish our sisters independently. According to strict
social custom, a girl before getting married had to have three
basic articles of jewellery — a head jewel, a necklace and a
jewelled box. These were the signs of womanhood. Although the
quantity was more or less fixed, the quality of jewels varied
sharply from the aristocrats to the middle class and the poor.
Despite her disobedience, Donkar received a decent set of
jewels. They cost about 1000 sang — practically our fortune. To
make her independent Mother got some land on lease for her.

My second eldest sister, Yangchung, was an asset to our family
—a ‘jewel in the house’, in the graphic Tibetan phrase. Smallest
of the sisters, she had a great fund of common sense and 2
tremendous capacity for steady hard work. She was our family
treasurer, and was to assist Mother until the new generation took
over the responsibility from the old, Then she would be married
into a good family; already there had been numerous offers.

As was the custom, Mother made several sets of clothes in
advance for us to wear when grown up. Measurement was of little
consequence. Not only dress, but furniture, kitchen utensils and
agricultural implements were accumulated and always preserved
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for that bigger day, which death sometimes prevented one from
reaching, A pound of rice might be saved for years because a
greater need might arise in future. A cotton shirt was worn only
once or twice a year, and for the rest of the year was kept safely
in a trunk, Some Westerners feel that the East is spiritual and the
‘West materialistic, and Tibet is placed in the ‘spiritual’ category.
1, as a Tibetan, find that we Tibetans are more materialistic than
the average Westerner, and certainly more so than the Indians.
There are 2 number of wealthy Tibetans who wisely ran away
before the 1959 revolt and who have comfortably settled in
India. When I was studying in Dr Graham’s Homes, at Kalim-
pong, one of them, a millionaire, approached the principal and
asked for a free scholarship for his daughter because she was ‘a
poor refugee’. If you step into a Tibetan refugee’s hut in India,
and then visit an Indian peasant’s home, you will find that the
refugee has collected more property within a decade than the
average Indian farmer over a generation.

By now Mother was ready to discharge her biggest duty, and
Abu was consulted. The brothers’ common wife had to suit him;
as younger brother I was of secondary importance. But his
response was not encouraging. With the family, Abu was
reserved. | seldom saw him smile, and Mother found him as
obstinate as a bull. However, he was industrious. Whenever he
had a little leisure, I would see him at his chapé (scriptures),
chanting like a lama. Mother loved to hear him reading aloud,
and would proudly say: ‘He will surely give me some happiness
in the evening of my life.” He was religious as a lad. He used to
challenge his monk friends in religious debates, and he knew
more than some of them. At his birth the astrologer had recom-
mended that he should become a monk.

It was a tragedy that he never had an opportunity to develop
his mathematical abilities. At the age of twelve he accompanied
Mother to Shigatse on a trading venture. There he mentally
calculated the correct price of a tin of paper-covered sweets,
giving the correct number of sweets and the price of each one.
This was hailed as a great mathematical feat in the markets of
Shigatse, Calculation was usually a prolonged business. ‘Sit down
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comfortably, take off your hat and roll up your sleeves” was the
prologue to it. But Abu did everything in his mind with an
astonishing speed and accuracy,

Away from home, however, Abu’s shyness and reserve were
transformed into affability and charm. He was obliging to his
friends, helpful to strangers and kind to beggars. His fellow-
tradesmen respected him for his integrity, Mother thinks that he
did not feel very happy at home, and says that he took advantage
of her, as Father was not there to contro} him.

Abu began to follow Donkar in the field of romance. Taking
no notice of Mother’s advice, he wrote love letters to his girl
friend; as she was illiterate, she got the young intelligentsia of
Sakya to read them for her. They memorized the letters, reciting
them by the river when they came to fetch water, or discussing
Abu’s metaphors and flowery phrases, In short, his love affair
became an open secret. The Tibetan love letter had its own strict
rules, and did not contain many professions of heartfelt emotion.
It took the form of a Iove poem ; each line began with a different
letter of the alphabet in succession so that a glance at the left side
of the poem showed the thirty letters of the Tibetan alphabet in
correct order.

Autumn was the season for love-making in Sakya, because of
the opportunities that harvesting provided. The young people
looked forward to this season with feverish excitement. When
the whole valley of Sakya became a stubble plain with the wind
whistling among the half-cut stalks; when the kites flew in the
cloudless blue skies; when the flocks of migrating birds travelled
across the sky from north to south; when the contented farmer
carried loads of grain to his gramary — this was the season of
romance. The crops were collected from the scattered fields and
brought to a clean dry spot near the suburbs. The boys and girls
looked after the crops that were being thrashed and slept among
the sheaves at night. As soon as the moon rose, the open-air
love-making began, From all sides came whistling and counter-
whistling ~ the langnage of love, or rather of the game known as

. "Stﬁpping from bed’. Groups of boys went hunting for sleeping
girls, hauling them from their beds among the dry stalks, The

R T, [t
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girl was often taken aback ~ or pretended to be. Sometimes she
was literally raped. In spite of our rigid social system, young
unmarried people enjoyed free love. Yet in Tibet you never saw
youngsters walking hand in hand. They were practical, not
romantic.

The girl Abu had chosen was the only daughter of a chang
seller, noted for her licentiousness. Abu did not approve of
Mother’s proposed bride, and eloped with the girl of his own
choice to Shigatse. Later they returned to Sakya and lived with
the girl’s mother, Mother’s hopes were dashed to the ground;
her plans were shattered. It was outrageous and incredible. She
thought it was sheer ingratitude, the worst breach of Tibetan
ethics. I remember her saying: ‘I never thought that ke would
ever leave me alone and go to the dogs.” Abu and she were
estranged for about five years. But when they met in India after
their escape, she forgot the past and forgave him.

Since Abu and Donkar were disobedient in the matrimonial
field, I'missed all the gorgeous ceremony of a Tibetan marriage at
home. However, I had the opportunity of seeing my uncle being
married when 1 was a little boy. It happened with this couple
that the wife was two years older than the husband, but age was
of little or no consequence. What mattered was social status, and
astrological predictions for a successful union. Theirs was one of
the wealthiest families in the village of Choe-Lhun, and so my
grandparents had no problems in finding a suitable wife for their
son. As my uncle was somewhat deaf, and his face was slightly
deformed, I do not think that he could ever himself have taken
the initiative of asking a girl to marry him. This is one of the
strengths of the arranged marriage. In Tibet this form of marriage
was generally successful. As might have happened with Abu and
myself, two or three brothers managed with one wife; or sisters
took the same husband, though this happened less often. As for
the paternity of the children, a few resourceful wives could
remember whose they were. The Tibetans did not bother to find
out who the father was as long as it was one of the brothers.
Usually the child called the eldest man ‘Father’ and the rest
‘Uncle’.
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the bride’s name was Tashi Bhuti, Tashi meaning ‘good luck’ and
Bhuti ‘bringer of sons’. Both her parents were alive, and her
family was well-to-do. Hence everything was in harmony with the
Iucky scheme. Any breakages or bad language at the ceremony
and the subsequent banquet would be considered a bad omen.

The wedding day was cold and cloudy, and snow was about to
fall. It was a bad omen if the bridal road was blacked by snow,
but if it fell when the bride was in her new home it was a good
sign, and a cause for greater rejoicing. So the party had to reach
Choe-Lhun before the snow began to fall. Everyone at the house
was frantically busy, and the bride’s party hurried to avoid the
snow, even if it meant disregardjng the ast‘rologer’s appointed
time for arrival, They arrived in the morning, when they should
have come at noon; but nothing untoward happened, and after 2
while the snow fell.

I was at the attic window watching the welcome ceremony,
and saw the scene at the gate when the party arrived. The bride,
on a white mare, was supported by two smartly dressed men,
She was crying aloud, and her words were, as far as I can remem-
ber: ‘I am not going to live in this strange bad Place.’ She had
come to a new world, where the inhabitants spoke a different
dialect from her own, where different customs prevailed, and
where a different lord ruled. I saw her dismounting and dancing
wildly on the threshold (not in joy, but, as [ learned later, in
violent protest). My grandmother desperately tricd to hand over
a pot full of milk and butter to her new daughter — the symbol of
occupation, The bride kicked it away. Next she thrust her feet
against the threshold, while two men tried to push her in.
Suddenly they grabbed her and threw her like a sheep into the
courtyard. Then she was dragged into a small room, where
eventually she fell asleep through exhaustion. Her behaviour was
not understood as a bad omen. In fact, if she had not had real
cause to cry, she would have been expected to shed some
crocodile tears for the occasion, For a bride not to cry was
abnormal, and hence a bad omen.

The banquet continued for a full week, and the whole wedding
party, including the guest, slept in my grandparents’ house. Two
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CHAPTER 6

Shangri-La is Shattered

One evening in 1952 we heard that Acho Dawa, the husband of
our next-door neighbour Namgyal, had arrived home unex-
pectedly. A mercenary by profession, he had been away for threc
long years in Kham, in eastern Tibet. Usually he would send 2
verbal message or letter, through a fellow-soldier or a trader
bound for Sakya, well in advance, His daughter Mingmar would
announce to us: ‘My father is coming next month. He will bring
plenty of presents for me from Kham and Lhasa. 1 will share them
with my friends, but I won't give anything to anyone else.” But
this time his return was a complete surprise to his family as well
as to his neighbours.

As soon as we heard of his arrival, Donkar was sent to offer him
‘welcome chang’. Tibetan welcomes and farewells were more
than a handshake and a few apt words, We welcomed a new
arrival with a kettle of chang and another of tea, and sometimes
with presents too. We bade farewell in the same manner, adding
a ceremontial scarf as a good-luck token. Acho Datwa was accorded
the usual full ceremony, no matter what unusual circumstances
brought him back.

Rushing home in a fever of excitement and perturbation,
Donkar accidentally knocked the chang container against the door
frame and broke it to pieces. It was a bad omen. ‘Who's chasing
our sex-mad daughter?’ asked Mother, jokingly; but Donkar,
paying no attention, said excitedly: ‘Acho Dawa says that the
Red Chinese are coming to our land! The enemies of the faith
have come!” Mother replied: ‘Good news seldom comes true,
but bad news always does.” We were just about to eat our
dinner and begin our daily prayers when Donkar brought this
incredible news. Mother did not eat her usual amount; but we
all declaimed our prayers more earnestly and loudly than usual.
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As Iwent to bed that night I was both afraid and longing to know
more,

The next morning Acho Dawa was surrounded by an anxious,
attentive crowd. He told us: “The sun of bliss will set from the
land of snows. Our dreaded enemies are already knocking at the
frontiers of Kham. They are the foes of our faith, and have
destroyed the monks and monasteries in China and Mongolia.
They are bloodthirsty monsters ; they eat human beings and any
animal they can lay their hands on. They are devils incarnate.’

His audience was thunderstruck by the vehement manner in
which he gave this astounding news. The destruction of holy
monasteries and the slaughter of revered monks were unbeliev-
able. If the Red Chinese exterminated what we worshipped and
adored most in our life, then they must indeed be devils and evil
spirits incarnate,

Such was the news from the East. A few adventurous mer-
chants and terrified soldiers from Kham were the only source of
our meagre information, Whenever our elders talked about the
Red Chinese, I visualized them as being other than human, ready
to swallow up the Buddhists. If | gave any trouble, my sisters
would warn me: ‘Keep quiet! The Red Chinese are coming!’
From time to time other aspects of Communism trickled
through te us. Our impoverished neighbour Namgyal would say
jokingly: ‘I hear that someone is coming to distribute wealth.
Who knows whose best clothes we shall be wearing?’

We learned that Acho Dawa had fled from Amdo, on the
Chinese border, where he was stationed. He belonged to Tibet's
crack troops, the ‘Gyantse Regiment’, He and his company were
guarding 2 strategic bridge. One evening the local inhabitants
gave them too much to drink, and while the Tibetan troops were
incapacitated the Red Army simply walked across the bridge with
the greatest ease. Acho Dawa felt that some of the local inhabit-
ants were Chinese spies and fifth columnists. When the Chinese
Communists invaded Tibet, on 7 October 1950, 2 number of
Khampas, particularly those living on or near the border,
collaborated with them. In Kham generally the people were dis-
satisfied with the Lhasa administration ; and the inhabitants of the
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border area had always enjoyed the opportunity of flirting with
the Chinese. They paid very little tax cither to the old China or
to Tibet, but their spiritual allegiance to the Dalai Lama was
absolute. Unfortunately, local and tribal interests took preced-
ence over national concerns. It was not until about rgg4 that the
Khampas came to realize that the Chinese Communists were not
liberators but suppressors, and started the revolt which spread
from Kham to Central and Southern Tibet,

Acho Dawa did not give us any objective account of the
invasion, Like any other mation, we Tibetans exaggerated our
own insignificant little successes and played down the enemies’
landslide  victory. We were constantly boasting about the
Tibetan Army’s strength, courage and temacity. There were
fantastic stories of how a certain captain, or some gallant Khampa
warrior, was bullet-proof. The big guns, tanks, mortars and hand
grenades of the Red Chinese could not kill our soldiers. This
belief was popular among the Khampas, and many an honest
Khampa has since told me about the true incidents he witnessed.
Donkar’s present husband, who is a Khampa, even told me: ‘If
you have a profound belief in your lama, and wear his relic to
protect yourself against weapons, you will never be injured, even
when the bullets hit your heart. They will bounce back.’

As the world knows, the ill-organized, ill-equipped, inex-
perienced Tibetan army was a mockery when pitted against the
modern, well-equipped, well-disciplined veteran guerillas of the
Red Army. The exact strength of the Tibetans consisted of 8, goo
vifles, 5o pieces of artillery, 250 mortars and 200 machine guns.
The credit for such strength as we had should go to the thirteenth
Dalai Lama, who was more politically realistic than his pre-
decessors,

That year I saw more religious functions than usual. The Sakya
Monastery performed scveral magdogs (rituals to prevent war), at
which gigantic tormas and effigies were burnt. The Sakya Lama
himself headed some of these rituals. Some were performed by
order of the Central Government ; others were voluntary. When
Dharma was in grave danger, the guardian gods were invoked to
prevent, divert, or minimize the rising forces of evil. Each
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there would be another Iron Tiger year, and so the prophecy was
applicable to cvery generation. Thus the prophecy-dominated
public was in a perpetual state of despondency.

In one lungten, written in the middle of the ninth century,
King Ralpachen asked the guru Rimpoche what would be the
future of Buddhism in Tibet. The guru predicted the advent of
Communism, almost in so many words: ‘The subjects will rule
the kingdom, the king will be made a commoner. A sacrilegious
act will be considered a deed of heroism.’

The king asked the guru how long the chorten (pagoda) at
Katmandu, in Nepal, would last. (This chorten is symbolic of
Buddhism in Central Asia, and it attracts thousands of Buddhist
pilgrims.) The guru replied: “When the Emperor of China is
suddenly assassinated; swhen Tibet's monasteries become empty;
and when the great lamas roam like street dogs, the great chorten
will crack.” Recently this holy chorten caught fire and was partially
damaged, so the prophecy has been largely fulfilled.

Thus, even before the Chinese invaded, the Tibetans knew
something of what was coming. We had no news reporters or
political commentators, but our lamas seemed to have seen into
the future, and written predictions which, had they been heeded,
might have helped us to escape the catastrophe. They had been
persistently telling us that if we did not do enough good deeds
collective punishment was inevitable. Today most Tibetans con-
sider our national disaster as a natural and logical outcome of our
collective Karma.

The Sakyans observed a number of bad omens in 1952. One
night some seers claimed that they had heard wailing from the
holy Ponto Hill. I myself saw one bad omen, which occurred in
broad daylight. A wolf was found roaming on the ramparts of the
Great Sakya Monastery. Along with other boys I joined our
superstitions elders in chasing it and stoning it to death on the
exposed river bed. A wolf was such a bad omen that the non-
violent Buddhists, who usually hesitated to disturb evena fly, did
not spare it. The dead animal was stuffed with hay and hung
outside a monastery. It was later claimed to be the supernatu.ral
harbinger of the Chinese.
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me that they went to get blessings from the Sakya Lama. In fact,
of course, they were merely being diplomatic. They also met the
Zodpa (governor) and his cabinet. The chief of the delegation
surprised the maive Tibetan officials with his knowledge of
Tibetan history. He told them with courteous gestures how in
the thirteenth century Phakpa had becn appointed vice-regent by
the Chinese emperor — referring to the past glory and greatness
of Sakya, which appealed to the provincial vanity of the officials.
This brief historical reference was adroitly linked with the
present purpose of the Chinese. The chief comrade hoped that
the local government of Szkya and His Holiness the Sakya Lama
would take a leading role in making a new Tibet. The Chinese
comrades had crossed mighty seas, waded enormous rivers,
climbed high mounteins and marched an unimaginably long
distance to serve the Tibetans, The ‘liberation of Tibet’ was the
self-appointed task of the People’s Liberation Army. The
American and British imperialists must be driven out of Tibet
and Tibet must at last gladly join her Motherland.

He explained that the Chinese Communists were in Tibet
solely to help her to stand on her feet. As soon as the Tibetans
were able to supply their own needs and rule themselves, the
Chinese comrades would return home. They were looking
forivard to that historic day. At the moment the Tibetans could
not manufacture even a matchstick (he apologized for the
example). While serving the Tibetans, the Chinese comrades
would take ‘neither a needle nor a thread’ from Tibet. It was the
duty of existing officials to ‘leap forward’ in order to lead the
masses. They should be the vanguard of peaceful liberation, he
concluded.

This was the official Chinese policy, constantly reiterated and
amplified according to the speaker’s intellectual capacity. For our
part we asked ourselves: ‘Liberate us from whom? From
monastic domination, from an outmoded weak government, from
feudal Iords?’ But to press the question seemed to be sheer
ingretitude. We would much prefer a better next life to any
transitory present happiness, However, the Chinese allegation
that ‘the American and British imperialists must be driven out’



agtERED L o

ty: £ Tibetatis, ad never”
fe; An ‘imperialist’ ~was a-word
‘wondere iere in Tibet these oppres-
ish had been }ﬂ@iﬁg;'aﬂ this tifhe,. The
wereonly six-foreigners in Tibet.at
vasion, -and- none: was’ snvolved. with military
s Robert Ford,who later wrote Captured in
ibed as enfpaged in military service, as he was
adio transinitter- in” Kham ‘both for military and

ike!the majo

he ten Chitiese charged the whole atmosphere
with fear and suspicion, further intensified when a large
riived, the lorgést grovp of men’ that we had-ever seen.
“monotonous and terrifying. I wondered how that
on of men could identify themselves, for everyone
y the same. The khaki uniforms, the storm caps,
chihe-guns] the rucksacks were all identical. The soldiers
short and spoke through their noses. The humorous
ns Eu'sed fo call them ‘the impotents", because they never
€ “to look at women. They would say: “These soldiers are
strofig afid sexless like our sterilized he-donkeys.’ ‘What was even
azing was, that they never separated from their guns.
wére: alvways alert and vigilant. “The Chinese carry their
. guns{with t}mem' wherever they go, even'to the lavatory,’ became
alocal'saythg, - - -
€ impressed by their iron discipline, neat appearance,
bility and. complete uniformity. When we saw the first
ied body of men, we thought they must be under 2
arly « t\){’r,arnbl}éhé.‘ge}ieral‘. But as the number of troops
ards-morthern” and western Tibet jncreased, ‘we
Biole aimy was like this, I never saw or heard
ondict'by a Red soldier. In Sakya the Chinese
bullied a peasant or even maltreated any-
19508, at any rate. ] must admit that I admired
sympathizéd  with" them for the iron
t made st g’ yqung'mén’b¢have like lamnbs, They
réat’ contrast. to- the slackly-disciplined Tibetan




110 RED STAR OVER TIBET

soldiers. (According to Mr Kunsang Paljor, who was educated in
Peking and subsequently worked for the Chinese Press in Tibet
until 1969, the soldiers in Tibet are the cream of the People’s
Liberation Army. They have been specially selected, and they get
better pay and quicker promotion than other troops, besides
other privileges. They are also the best-disciplined, which
accounts for their good behaviour,)

The [unction of an army is to fight, and if there is no war
soldiers usually grow fat like pigs; but this was not so of the Red
Army. They worked on roads and planted vegetables for them-
selves. They showed great kindness to the Tibetan peasants in the
most conspicuous ways, helping the farmers in the fields and
bringing water when it was scarce. Nevertheless, the Tibetan
peasants did not trust this seeming kindness, and it was only the
aristocrats, foolish for all their cleverness, who did so,

Chinese troops continued to pass through Sakya on the way to
western and north-western Tibet. As roads had not then been
constructed, most of these troops were infantry. At night they
would camp on the vast open space in front of the Great Sakya
Monastery, looking like white ants, and next morning they
would disappear like ghosts. The official explanation-was that the
People’s Liberation Army was going to defend the frontiers of
China, ‘our Motherland’, braving all hazards and hardships on the
roof of the world. We were constantly reminded that we should
be grateful for the P.L.A.’s sacrifices, and must co-operate with
them. Occasionally we would hear whispered rumours that there
was a war going on towards Ladakh in the west, and that Holy
India was fighting for us. The clders would close their eyes and
pray: ‘May the Red Chinese be defeated!”

Most ordinary Tibetans had no illusions about the smiling
comrades, and turned a deaf ear to their persuasive propaganda.
However, since the Red Army paid liberally for transport, there
was no shortage of willing donkey-drivers and muleteers. Abu
often hired out our three donkeys. While carrying army goods,
he suffered no unpleasant experiences at the hands of the soldiers.
In this they were quite different from the ill-disciplined Tibetan
‘Defenders of the Faith’.
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This burden of transport would be lightened when roads
opened in Tibet. In 1955 the Sakya local government, ‘at the
request of the Chinese,’ announced that about fifteen young
labourers would be sent to Dhamshong as the town’s contingent

for the construction of an airport. The public was unwilling, and
there were protests. Mother forbade us to go. Finally, some
young beggars and orphans agreed to be sent, and on completion
of the airport they returned to Sakya as if from Eldorado. The
Chinese had paid them Tavishly in silver dollars. They also brought
with them new songs, composed and sung at Dhamshong, which
hailed the new era that had opened in Tibet’s history. My sisters
loved to sing these new songs, and I was fascinated by the

'
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labourers’ tales of aeroplanes flying like birds and alighting on
the ground they had prepared. They had seen the 'winged
horses’, This was far more mysterious to us than anything
‘Westerners had ever thought about Tibet, It was an incredible
reality, a tangible mystery. Seeing is believing, and now fifteen
labourers from Sakya had seen acroplanes at Dhamshong. Like
other young people, I thought that exciting times were awaiting
our generation. The young agreed that China was the greatest
nation on earth, but the old abhorred the ‘black magic’ of the
Chinesc. The monks tricd to make their miracles seem less
miraculous, asserting that the formulae for making machines were
to be found in the tantric texts.

There are now six airfields in Tibet, serving the Chinese
military headquarters at Chamdo (eastern Tibet), Lhuntse and
Lhoka (southern Tibet), Gyantse and Shigatse (mid-west Tibet),
and Ngari (extreme west Tibet). I doubt whether anyone would
be naive cnough to think that these are for Tibet’s use.

Thus the young Tibetans were seeing what their parents had
never scen, and doing exciting, interesting jobs which would
contribute towards the making of a new Tibet. I shall never
forget the day when Mother decided to send Abu to do road
work near Sakya. He beamed with joy and bubbled with excite-
ment. How I envied him| Before 1959 wages were high, but the
work was not hard for the industrious Tibetans.

The Communists’ efficiency at organizing was obvious, even in
those early honeymoon days. The road workers were formed into
groups, and ten groups made up a labour organization. The
Chinese exploited the illiterate labourers by inducing a chronic
sense of competition (supposedly one of the principal evils of
capitalism), bred of jealousy and constant fear. At that time
Chima was seething with Mao's ‘Great Leap Forward’. Its echoes
reached the road camps, and ‘progress’ was the slogan in every
youthful mouth. It seemed that if therc was no progress the
Tibetans would be perpetually damned. The Chinesc ingeniously
made “progress’ synonymous with rapid road construction, They
suggested that labourers should be set a daily target, and — in
order to apply Chairman Mao’s thoughts — they had always to
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exceed il. So about ten yards of roadway would be set as the
target for a group of ten, and it was expected that they would
construct about half as much again. Thus intense competition
was encouraged between individuals, between groups and
between labour organizations. The Tibetan labourers danced
admirably to the Chinese tune. After the day’s work, they were
rounded up for a mass meeting in which incentive prizes were
distributed. Individuals were presented with Mao badges, and
groups with banners. The Chinese supervisors praised certain
labourers and certain groups for their flaming patriotism.

The workers found joy in singing. ‘Progressive’ elements in the
camps composed Tibetan songs exalting the invincible might of
the People’s Liberation Army, hailing the cause of progress, and
showering Chairman Mao with thanks and praise. The songs said
that Tibet would advance with the speed of a motor-car and that
truckloads of happiness would be brought to the Land of Snows
from revolutionary China. The Chinese also taught the labourers
their own songs, such as 4 Huge River has Huge Waves, The song is
set in the war against the Japanese. A heroic Communist soldier
is so thirsty that he cannot fight. His lady comrade arrives and
sings him a beautiful song about a huge river flowing through a
deep gorge, with mountainous waves dashing against the rocks.
The hero quenches his thirst at this illusory water, and continues
to fight. I don’t know whether the workers understood what
they sang, but they sang it with gusto.

I asked Abu why the Tibetan youngsters worked so hard for
the Chinese. He said: ‘Do you remember how when you were
small the bullies used to encourage you to challenge a boy of
your own age and make the two of you fight like cocks? The
Chinese use the same methods.” In fact, the highways were com-
pleted well before time.

Some of my left-wing friends cite the highways in Tibet as
classic examples of the ‘progress’ achieved under Mao’s leader-
ship. But were they built for Tibet’s economic progress, or to
emable China to realize her ambitions? The question can be
answered by a survey of the roads so far built.

Between 1954 and 1965 the Chinese built two long highways

RST. %3
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in Tibet. The Chamdo-Lhasa Highway starts from Chengtu, and
passes through Tachienlu, Derge Genchen, Chamdo, Showa,
Gyanda and Ganden to Lhasa. The Sinkijang-Lhasa Highway con-
tinues on to Sinkiang in China, passing through Shigatse, Sakya
and Lhatse. It links Sinkiang with Tibet, and it also touches
Indian territory at Ladakh. The road cuts right across the Tibetan
platean, linking the military headquarters.

The Chamdo-Lhasa Highway has three branches., One Jeads
south to Tscpla, across the border from the North East Frontier
Agency. In 1962, during the Sino-Indian conflict, the road served
its purpose, giving China the advantage over India,

The second branch starts from Shigatse, passing through
Gyantse, Phari and Chumbi, and ends on the Tibetan side of the
Nathu-la Pass, the scene of a bloody incident in 1967, when the
Chinese tried to frighten India, The strategic significance of this
offshoot is equally obvious: it almost reaches Sikkim. From Phari
it is a day’s journey on foot to the Bhutan border, and China has
laid claims to both Sikkim and Bhutan, This road takes the
shortest possible route to the border areas: it does not attempt
to serve the Tibetans living in remote and inaccessible places.

‘The third offshoot of the Chamdo-Lhasa Highway also starts
from Shigatse; it passes through Shekar, Tingri and Nyalam, and
ends at Katmandu. At the moment China has a flourishing
business with Nepal along this Lhasa-Katmandu road. In the
background she carries on her propaganda, which really amounts
to subversive activity. Nepal has certainly become the biggest
base for China’s self-appointed ‘revolutionary task’ in the Indian
sub-Continent.

The urgency with which these highways were built is indication
enough of China’s military designs, As soon as they invaded Tibet
the Chinese began road construction. Between 1952 and rgs9 the
native labourers were highly paid, but after the 1959 uprising in
Lhasa, I saw with my own eyes how the Tibetans were used like
slaves on the road, Thus — at the expense of Tibetan sweat and
toil ~ these strategic highways and their offshoots were built in a
very short time, enabling China to establish tight control over
Tibet, and at the same time to reach the sensitive border areas
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before anyone else, The Tibetans always called these highways
magmi-lamka (military roads), since only military trucks plied
along them. In Sakya I did not see any civilian trathc. There were
1o passenger buses; only military trucks loaded with khaki-clad
soldiers and well-concealed goods,

Throughout history China has persistently tried to gain
domination over Tibet, as I have shown in my account of Sino-
Tibetan relations. In the past the tremendous physical barriers —
high mountains, hills and huge rivers — and the Jong distance
between Lhasa and Peking made any colonial conquest meaning-
less; but the roads made it a reality. As many writers have
pointed out, Tibet has been converted into a Chinese military
base, and the roof of the world has become a springboard for the
Chinese Communists,

By the mid-1g50s, the section of the Sinkiang-Lhasa Highway
passing through Sakya was complete. There had been much talk
about the coming of vehicles. Then one afternoon we heard a
strange loud noise. I rushed out and saw people on their doorsteps
and house roofs, while the timid peered out of their windows,
My suspense soon gave way to wonder. I saw two houses with
glass window-panes, moving on wheels, and was amazed that the
fast-moving wonder houses should run so obediently on the
narrow track, They turned, twisted and straightened in a way
that not even the most well-trained horse in Sakya could, and 1
wondered how those mindless machines could be so much more
obedient than any yak, donkey, mule or horse. I knew that we
had to shout at the animals, push them around and hit them in
order to drive them, and even then they would go astray. But
these metallic houses without a mind or soul went perfectly on
the road, I was not particularly astonished at their speed — being
the first vehicles on the road they were driven slowly and care-
fully. Mother and some of the older folk slammed their doors,
Mother saying: ‘Now I am seeing all that was unseen before, This
is not a good sign, Why did I live to see it?’

As the two military trucks stopped, excited children ran from
every direction towards the fantastic spectacle. Mother tried to
hold us back, but I struggled free and ran with them. The
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youngsters crowded around the two trucks as though they had
been holy objects from China, The drivers gave us cold smiles, 1
touched the standing vehicles that did not seem exhausted even
after the long journey from Shigatse. The elders had often stirred
my imagination with their tales of holy miracles, but I had never
seen any with my own eyes. Now I was beholding a real miracle.

In the 19505 the young all over Tibet were possessed by
wonder and expectation. Just as the few foreigners who glimpsed
Tibet found it mysterious, so we found these two vehicles
miraculous, It was as if we had been locked up in seclusion for
ages, and then had suddenly come into contact with the outside
world, Thad heard fascinating tales about vehicles, aeroplanes and
electricity from Abu, who went to India once a year on business;
but I thought they were like the intangible miracles of Tibet,
seen only by the few faithful,

The completion of the highway meant that the journey from
Peking to Lhasa had been cut to less than twenty days of safe and
comfortable travelling, as compared with more than three months
of hardship on the caravan routes. The old were indifferent, if
not unhappy. They used to say: “We are not going to spend the
rest of our lives running about the world, We don’t think your
government will take us to the holy places in your vehicles. Even
if they do, pilgrimage without penance is not meritorious, so
your wheeled houses are of no use to us. But they are useful to
you, since your country is so far off.’

Under the so-called ‘Peaccful Liberation’ policy, extending
from 1951 to 1959, the Chinese Comimunists made no direct
contact with the masses. This is sutprising, as one would
normally expect the Communists to urge the proletariat to
‘shake off their yokes’. But the énly contacts that the common
Tibetans had with the Communists were at the road camps and
on journeys. The Chinese used the Tibetan people intelligently
for their military preparations in Tibet. The blue-uniformed
comrades encouraged the Tibetans to work industriously on the
roads, but they made no effort to indoctripate them. They
seemied to know that the Tibetans were stubborn and conserva-
tive, and that they would not exchange their own worst vices for
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the best Chinese virtues. They were deeply rooted in Tibet and in
anything that was Tibetan. The majority were quite unreceptive to
new ideas, especially to Communism, which directly opposed the
spirit of their way of life. Admittedly there were a few Tibetans
who responded to the Chinese call; in Sakya about six young
beggars and orphans became ‘Chinese’. But the great majority
detested the Chinese pompola or overlords (a term later changed
to Jhashang, a coinage meaning ‘comrade’), However, they were
a silent majority: they would not embrace Communism, but
neither would they revolt against the Chinese, at least until they
were organized and led,

China had two courses open to her. She could have taken
Tibet by military force, and imposed a military dictatorship
without any difficulty. But this was considered un-Communist in
spirit, and was also against world opinion. She chose the second
way: on the pretext of ‘Peaceful Liberation’ and by granting
special autonomous status to Tibet, she could buy time to get a
hold over the country. This was done by using the masses on road
work, and by persuading the élite to believe in the social utopia
of Mao’s heaven on earth. If China were to rule Tibet success-
fully, the intellectual backbone of the country had to be lulled,
wooed and deceived. In this way the possibility of a revolt would
be minimized, and the illiterate masses would follow the
aristocrats, whom the Chinese had converted into the ‘vanguard
of revolution’.



CHAPTER 7

Schools Old and New

While the Chinese Communists were busy building highways and
airfields — and wooing the upper strata of Tibetan society — they
did not interfere much with our traditional way of life. The
aristocrats believed that even under the new system they could
still retain their privileges if they co-operated with the Chinese.
The commoners still cherished high hopes of living the same
orderly life governed by the wheel of Karma.

This was the general climate of opinion when Mother told me
one day that on the following Monday I would be going to school.
Having been born on a Monday, I should start any fresh venture
big or small on that day; for that was, and still is, the most
auspicious day for me. The astrologer’s predictions were flatter-
ing and encouraging. He said I was gifted with great natural
ability for learning, and if this ability were properly exploited I
should become a reputable monk-scholar. I should therefore
pursue a monastic career. But Mother politely declined the
suggestion, She told the astrologer apologetically that due to
her sinfulness she was deliberately making the wrong choice, but
that she had her own mundane, ambitious plans for me to build
up the prosperity of our family.

1 waited anxiously and impatiently for the great day to come.
I was indescribably pleased with the prospect of going to school;
once I could read T would be admired by the simple rustics,
envied by my enemies, and respected by society at Ilarge. “When
the long-awaited Monday dawned, T was scrubbed, dried before
the fire and liberally oiled, especially my hair and face. And when
the sun rose over the Sakya valley Abu took me to the ancient
temple of Manjusri, the God of Knowledge, onc of the
holiest temples in Sakya. I prostrated myself before the bene-
volent smiling god three times, praying silently as taught by
Abu, and beseeching him: ‘Strike open the eye of wisdom yith
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o ydu‘r,&agger I Small'as  was, Ifelt-charged with biessiﬁgs ::ind'ﬁﬂ}j
of-confidence after niy pilgrimage-to-the source of knowledge. '
*.Then [ presented myself before the teacher chosen by Mother. .
He was-a young official named Kunga Topld, who held the post

of Minister of Fuel in the Sakya government, and was renowned .
for his strictness and learning. Abu brought along some presents
- and a khadar for him, There were no fixed fees: the amou‘nt‘\?vavs :
lefe entirely-to the means and generosiéy of the pupil’s parents.
Most teachers were willing.to pass on- their knowledge for very
Jittle reward. I used to give Kunga Topla some sugir, when ‘Abu -
} m;& from Shigatse or Kalimpong, or some cheese and butter,
“our cows were inanilk. When I'left school I offered him.2
sang;note. That was all he got fot: teaching me. -
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In Tibet there were no organized or established secular schools.
Instead, an aristocrat or government official would teach some
eight or ten boys in his own house. Kunga Topla taught twelve
boys. Very few girls went to school, and nobody went to a
teacher unless he had a specific use for education. The aristocrats’
sons were educated, because they had to inherit their father's
positions, The leading tralpas educated their children, because
they would be involved in constant transactions with the govern-
ment. And, since the petty tradesmen in Sakya were compelicd
to sell their goods on credit, they needed someone to scribble
notes. Lamas were not supposed to be scholars. They were
supposed to study Buddhism, and then practise it for the quick
attainment of Buddhahood. Therefore it is not surprising that the
monks were taught to read only the printed forms of the alphabet
(uchen). If a monk was found learning the sccond form, hand-
writing (umé), by his fellow-monks, he would be severely
criticized for harbouring earthly ambitions, and accused of
wanting to join the government service,

The daily routine of our school was monotenous. We had to
reach school ‘before the sun struck its rays on the mountain
peaks'. This tuming was rigorously observed. Whoever of w
twelve boys reached school first was allowed to slap the faces of
the other eleven with a large piece of cut bamboo, the second
boy could enjoy slapping the next ten, and so on. The method of
slapping on the cheeks was an institution in itself. We bhad to
blow out our cheeks to receive the slap. The bamboo was flat
and smooth; in operation it was bent, and one end flicked on to
the inflated cheeks. We were so used to it that we hardly made a
sound when we were slapped.

‘When we were seated in an orderly single row on the terrace
facing the sun, we yelled at the top of our high-pitched boyish
voices 2 hymn to Jampaiyang, the God of Knowledge. After this
we recited some tongue-twisting mantras in Sanskrit — appeals to
Jampaiyang, beseeching him to assist us in our quest for know-
ledge. Our teacher lived in an exceptionally high building of four
storeys, so that the townspeople could hear our morning prayers
loudly and clearly, and we became a dependable clock for them.
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Next, we memorized spelling and grammatical rules. Higher
education meant memorizing the whole dictionary and two or
three textbooks of grammar. The pupil left school with a
prodigious memory, but little else.

The next session began about ten o’clock, after the leisurely
morning meal. The rest of the day was devoted to calligraphy.
The Tibetan intelligentsia had an idiotic obsession about hand-

writing, and would judge a passage by the way it was written
rather than by its contents, The creative energy of the pupil was
channelled towards the painstaking imitation of his teacher’s
handwriting, This system had a damaging and unwholesome
influence on our language, which lacked fresh, original ex-
pressions. Even our best work contained clichés and platitudes.

There were no classes in the Western sense, but basically we
had four grades, based on the types of handwriting. First of all we
learned to read the print form of script (uchen). Then we learned
to write the large ume characters on wooden boards ~ a tedious
and eye-damaging exercise. The board was powdered with chalk
dust, in which the teacher would mark out the characters; we
then had to trace over the marks in ink. The characters were huge
at first, but as we progressed they were made smaller. When our
handwriﬁng had acquired sufficient firmness and shape, we
switched from board to paper — a promotion indicating that ‘we
had half-completed our education, Despite this undue emphasis
on calligraphy, we used to take delight in practising it. The sons

©
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of the aristocracy would spend about seven years on their hand-
writing,

Naturally, our occasional tests were handwriting contests, All
we had to do for the examination was to copy the teacher’s model
handwriting as accurately as possible. As with our morning
arrival, the first in the examination had the pleasure of s]aPPing
all those below him. Since the boy who came last had no one to
slap, he was forced to slap a2 mask tied around a pillar. We would
all roar with scornful laughter, while the poor urchin was almost
in tears. But we bore no lasting grudge against one another; it
was a matter of give-and-take. If the teacher was in a good mood,
he would jokingly advise the humiliated student: ‘If you want
your revenge, you had better start working harder.’ If the
teacher was in a bad mood he would knock the boy down with
his wooden writing-board.

In modern terms, our teacher was a mental case, He was a
kind-hearted, short-tempered and volatile character, and every
now and then he seemed to be on the verge of madness. He
resigned carly from his post and took to meditation. We used to
be all the more scared because of his instability. One morning on
the terrace we began to play when we were supposed to be
reciting our prayers. Infuriated, the teacher kicked me so hard
that I found myself hanging like a bat on the edge of the tall
building. Corporal punishment was considered the only effective
means of disciplining a naughty boy. We feared our teacher, not
because he was a tyrant, but becausc he was our guru; so we
respected and loved him as well. When 1 had escaped to India
and went to school in Kalimpong, I was surprised at the resentful
manner in which the students took even a gentle admonition
from their teachers. Small as we were in Sakya, we took every
thrashing from the teacher as an act of kindness, and never felt
hurt mentally. We consoled oursehves with the thought that,
because the teacher cared for us, he took pains to thrash us for
the sake of discipline. In Kalimpong I found that this attitude was
quite beyond the comprehension of Westernized students.

Athletie sports were unknown. Qur popular diversion was
*playing army’, for which we would band together and challenge
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a group of boys from a different school. Sometimes we threw
stones at each other from a distance, and sometimes we fought
with our fists. The townspeople would scold us for pretending to
engage in war, the most dreaded of all disasters. They thought it
a bad omen.

One day, while engrossed in our calligraphic designs, we were
brought down to earth by a surprise visit from a group of blue-
uniformed comrades., The visiting “working personnel’ showered
us with their cold comradely praise and distributed sweets among
us, They were a special delegation from the Shigatse primary
school, and brought us a message from the students there. We all
crowded round to read it and to admire the handwriting and the
expressions it used. The message soon became a popular hand-
writing ‘model. Its contents were pure propaganda, and I am
certain that the Shigatse students did not write it. It began with
effusive revolutionary greetings, and went on to announce the
creation of a similar Chinese-run primary school in Sakya. The
students of Shigatse were glad that we were receiving some sort
of traditional schooling, which would enable us to ‘leap forward’
when the Sakya primery school opened. The letter concluded
with the usual call to strive hard in order to transform the old
stagnant Tibet into a new dynamic socialist society. Qur path was
our Motherland’s.

The sudden visit and the friendly message caused a sensation in
Sakya. Mother was very much alarmed. She said that I was
already caught in the Chinese net, and that distributing sweets
and noting our names was ‘not a good sign’. So she asked our
teacher for ways and means of getting me out of the Chinese
trap. My teacher was sincere and frank as usual, Like the other
aristocrats, he had a superficial understanding of the Chinese
plans for the advancement of Tibet, which the uneducated
masses dismissed as ‘not a good sign’; but he could not fathom
the Communists’ policies. He simply advised us that I should join
the Chinese school. His argument was sound, The Tibetan and
Chinese governments had signed the seventeen-point Agreement
of 23 May 1951, and we as individuals would have neither more
nor less than the provisions laid down there, When the venerable
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government of the Dalai Lama agreed with the terms and con-
ditions, who were we to disagree? (Probably my teacher did not
know that the Chinese Communists had made the Tibetan
delegation sign the Agreement at gun-point.) So we had to accept
the new régime whether we liked it or not, According to the
alien ideology, he continued, whoever ‘leapt forward’ would
stand a better chance in the new situation, and conversely who-
ever refused would inevitably fail, if not actually suffer.

This was my teacher’s firm opinion, shared by most of the
Tibetan intelligentsia. Although the upper strata had everything
to lose, they co-operated enthusiastically with the Communists in
the early rggos. The Tibetan government was a stranger to the
maxim that the end justifies the mecans. Though some people
were familiar with the practical concept in their daily affairs, the
government was idealistically based on Buddhist religious prin-
ciples, and at no time did it resort to Machiavellian expediency.
Furthermore, its dealings were essentially at home, where it was
expected to set an example. The government was practically a
religious body, and an unquestioning belief in its actions was
rooted in the Tibetan mentality. No traditional Tibetan would
have believed you if you had told him that the government some-
times lied. How could the citadel of integrity tell lies? When the
Chinese subtly started to violate the seventeen-point Agreement,
the Tibetans got the biggest shock of their political lives. It was
pathetic how naively the Tibetan nobility believed the Chinese.
A Lhasa aristocrat recently told me: ‘The Chincse Reds were the
fox; we were the ass,”

‘When the Chinese invaded Tibet, they had to create almost a
new political language. Tibetan has the richest terminology in
Buddhism, but it is inadequatc for modern communication. The
Communists established a Tibetan research centre in Pcking,
where Marxist literature was translated into Tibetan and new
words were coined. Although the new language was clear and
simp/le, its contents were totally alien to the Tibetan intelligent-
sia, who could have made little of terms like ‘national minority’,
‘autonomy’, ‘foreign imperialists’ or ‘Motherland’. Did they
really understand the full significance and implications of the
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seventeen-point Agreement? Most of them did not bother to
read the books on Marxism, Mao’s thoughts, or even the Chinese
blueprint for the future of Tibet. My teacher was typical: he used
the books to decorate his room. They had no intellectual
curiosity, and preferred to study their time-worn scriptures. If
they had read the books put out by the Chinese they would have
been wiser, and might have had some idea of what was going to
happen. .

The aristocrats’ knowledge of Chinese Communism was
fundamentally what they heard from the polite comrades, who
persistently quoted the clause ‘Officials of various ranks shall
hold office as usual’ from the seventeen-point Agreement, and
‘From each according to his ability and to each according to his
need’ from the Communist bible. These two concepts were
driven hard into their heads, and I heard many young aristocrats
in Sakya explaining them with commendable originality, Before,
it was the fortune of birth that determined one’s stalus in
society. Now the Chinese would defy the Jaw of Karma and
change this hereditary system, so that everything would be
determined by one’s ability. “Even a beggar’s son can become the
Governor of Sakya if he has the ability’ became a cliché. This
proposition had little to disturb the aristocrats. Democratic
reforms, the Chinese assured the credulous members of the ruling
class, would be carried out ‘from above and not from below’ ; it
was up to the upper class to reform — or even not to do so. As far
as education and natural ability went, they were still miles ahead
of the masses, having generations of learning to their advantage.
Consequently, if they studied Communism and sent their
children to school, they would undoubtedly occupy the best posi-
tions even in the new society. Names and titles might vanish,
i)ut in substance they would continue to enjoy the same privi-

eges.

As well as these intellectual allurements, for about seven years
the Chinese invaders literally threw away dayangs (silver dollars).
Every man had his price, and I do not think that there was
any Tibetan heroic enough to refuse. When the Preparatory
Committee for the Automomous Region of Tibet and various .
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Communist youth organizations were inaugurated, officials of all
ranks enjoyed their share of dollars.

So it was not surprising that shen the Sakya primary school
opened in 1955, most of the 82 students were sons and daughters
of aristocrats and officials. The aristocrats, who were supposed to
be the vanguard of the ‘Peaceful Liberation’, virtually gave no
chance to the commoners. They sent their children to the new
school and encouraged their relatives and friends to send theirs.
The word ‘new’ acquired a special flavour during this period.
The simple, unlettered masses doubted, suspected and even
detested the Red Chinese, ‘who have been ordered to smile’;
while for their part the Chinese did not bother with the con-
servative, stubborn masses of Tibet for the time being. Our
homely school was closed down. I left it with mixed emotions. I
was sad to depart from my teacher and fellow-pupils, as we were
all attached to one another by 2 mixture of respect and love,
fear and gratitude; but 1 was also anxious to join the much-
publicised new school. Like the government officials, I knew I
would be able to leap forward well ahead of the others. It was an
opportunity to show my ability; even though 1 was only the son
of a nameless petty trad 1, [ might win a place in the new
order,

The inaugural ceremony was unforgettable. Gathered together
were 82 children of my own age, the biggest crowd of boys and
girls that Sakya had ever seen. Everybody was in his or her best
clothes, and some of the aristocrats’ sons had even had the
audacity to cut their hair in the Chinese style. The Chinese
patted them on the back, and the monks shook their fists at them.
‘We saw for the first time the Chinese Communist revolutionary
way of celebrating a new epoch. Colourful posters in Tibetan
letters, almost six feet high and handwritten magnificently, had
been stuck all over the walls; and a gate of welcome had been
built, We children ere given plenty of sweets for enduring the
long speeches.

OF all the speeches, that of the Sakya Zodpa was memorable.
He began in his usual dignificd manner by a familiar quotation:
“To improve your minds you should persevere in learning.’
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Then he went on: ‘Even if you cannot Jearn more than one word
a day, you will have learned a hundred words in a hundred days.
Under the invincible leadership of the Chinese Communist Party
and its Chairman Mao, education justly becomes the determining
factor. If you can prove yourself worthy, you can become the
Sakya Zodpa regardless of your background.” Then he got stuck,
like a record player. He repeated the last word several times,
uttered many ‘Ahas’, and finally, distrusting his eyesight, looked
harder and closer at the paper. His distinguished audience of
Tibetan officials, schoolchildren and Chinese ‘working personnel”
were flabbergasted. It was unbelievable that the governor, the
highest official, could not read his own handwriting! It
became a big joke; but later we found out that the Chinese
comrades, as was common practice, had written the inaugural
speech.

The primary school was an old dilapidated palace purchased
from a Sakya princess. During this period of wooing the Tibetans,
the Chinese made few breaks with tradition. There were only two
classes: the upper wrote advanced calligraphy on paper; the
lower used wooden tablets. I was in the upper class. After being
in a simple, tiny school, I found the Chinese-sponsored school
well organized and well staffed. However, by Western standards
its curriculum was narrow and standards were low. Our major
subject was Tibetan, still taught along the traditional lines, and
minor subjects included basic Marxism, arithmetic, world
geography and Chinese history.

Our elderly Tibetan teacher was a retired high-ranking official
of the fast-vanishing old hierarchy. I remember two incidents
particularly in which he was concerned. For a few days he
dropped hints that some officials were being offered more silver
dollars for sitting on a comfortable chair than he was for labori-
ously teaching us. I sensibly took up the hint, and wrote a
flattering composition on this burning issue. Next day the
teacher wrote on the blackboard: ‘Seme of you little students are
quite correct in writing that some officials are getting more
dayangs for sitting on a chair and doing nothing than others are
for teaching what really cannot be bought with money.” He was
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so pleased with my ‘innocent, frank suggestion’ that he showed
it to his Chinese colleague, thus exposing his ‘unpurgeable old
green mind’.

The other incident was less happy. T was always fighting, and
on one occasion I threw stones at Jango Bhula, the son of a
powerful aristocrat, and chased him into the classroom, Without
asking a single question my teacher caught me and thrashed me
there and then. Jango, after being patted and consoled, accused
me of stealing his bamboo pen, which I had not done. Being
sensitive to injustice, I asked why the teacher had not thrashed
the aristocrat’s son as well. He felt that this was outrageous on
the part of a nameless commoaner’s son, and warned me, as if 1
were a grown man, that it would be my fault if he resigned. He
had not applied for the post, but had been requested to teach by
the Chinese and ordered to do so by the Sakya authorities.
Mother had a lot of trouble to pacify him, running about, bowing
down, and giving bribes.

Our arithmetic teacher, a veteran of the Red Army, spoke
through his nose in a broken Tibetan that made us laugh, We
took the whole summer to master addition and subtraction. Even
his mathematical examples were propagandist. I can hear him
now, saying in his nasal accent: ‘T have five eggs. I offer three to
the People’s Liberation Army. How many have I left?” As soon
as he had chalked the question mark on the blackboard, he turned
around to look at the students. If he saw anybody playing or being
inattentive, he would set about him with a thin long bamboo.

Another unforgettable character was our pohtical lecturer,
Comrade Nyima. He was a thin, dark, Tibetan youth, who spoke
in the much-admired Lhasa accent. Everything he said was in
praise of the People’s Republic of China, of the Chinese Com-
munist Party and its Chairman Mao, and of the new ideology. We
learnt from him that China was the greatest socialist society, that
it had the largest population in the world, that its leader was the
greatest revolutionary in human history, and that its army consisted
of the most heroic crusaders of Socialism. Marxist-Leninist Com-
munism was the only way to collective happiness. In the ultimate
analysis, 21l nations on earth had to reach the utopia of the socialist
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seemed to have developed a vencration for Chairman Mao; one
day to my utter surprise I saw a green rubber ﬁgurc of Mao
placed on his household altar.

To us one of the most extraordinary things about the Sakya
primary school was the Chinese cult of physical labour, which
was to replace the devotional exercises that the religious Tibetans
performed. The farmer was to become the glorified new aristo-
crat, and to work and produce was to worship the Mighty
Motherland. Even Chairman Mao worked in the fields; we saw
him doing so in a film. Mao had said that we must oppose baok
worship and cultivate work worship, so every afternoon we
worked on a nearby field. Before we started, the taskmaster, a
demobilized soldier, would read extracts from the Pesple’s Darly —
for example, some school in China had *turned 2 barren hill into
a sea of forest’. We must emulate them. While ‘working himself,
the taskmaster would observe who was working hard. Industrious
and progressive students would be admitted to the Young
Pioneer Corps.

I was one of the progressives. Our taskmaster, who was fond
of me, told me that I should be overjoyed because I had been
selected for membership of the Corps. Mother daubted aad
suspected such innovations, and warned me that I was going more
and more ‘under the Chinese’. But, being wise, she adopted a
wait-and-see policy. The children of the aristocrats were eagerly
joining the Corps, and she reasoned that if there was any harm in
joining the educated officials would not allow their children
to do so.

For a time, Comrade Nyima discontinued his lectures on
Mao’s philosophy and devoted a few talks to the Young Pioneers.
He went briefly over the historical background of the organiza-
tion; however, he dwelt mostly on the patriotic, heroic and
revolutionary crusade that some early Pioneers undertook during
the wvars against the Japanese and the Kuomintang Reactionaries
(Nationalist Chinese). We must emulate our young heroes and
martyrs, and set an example to the rest of the children in Sakya,
Above all, we must follow the Chinese Communist Party and its
invincible Chairman Mao ; we must serve the people and build a
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great Motherland. At the same time we must always vigilantly
fight the people’s enemics, imperialists and reactionaries. As a
missionary would try to make us ‘truly Christian children’ at
school, so Nyima said that the basic aim of the Corps was to make
us ‘true Communist children’. We must be steeped in Marxism-
Leninism, experienced in devoted physical labour and accustomed
to the idea of Commune living; and we must love the Party more
than our parents. Having fulfilled these conditions, we were
finally invested with the Red Scarf of Honour.

Through his lectures exalting the symbolism of the Red Scarf,
Nyima created a high concept of it in the impressionable minds of
us children. It was a unique badge of pride and honour, which
every child should strive to acquire. Other children began to
envy us, and some of the aristocrats used all their old influence to
gain their children admission to the Corps. We enjoyed various
privileges: at meetings we were placed ahead of the others, and
we were given extra sweets and praise.

But as we seemed to drift closer and closer to the godless
Communists, the monks became more and more hostile towards
us. They used to call us the ‘leading mules’ — rather an apt
description. In every group of mules there would be one or two
that got special treatment and wore bells and dyed yaks' tails
around their necks. One afternoon I was walking along the river
bank, proudly wearing my Red Scarf round my neck, when I met
a group of young lamas. At once they gave chase, caught me,
pulled the scarf tight round my neck and almost strangled me to
death. Once when the Young Pioneers were marching near the
Great Sakya Monastery, the lamas stoned us from the ramparts.
Although the ‘working personnel’ were displeased with this
reactionary behaviour, they did not meke the slightest verbal
protest; the time was not yet ripe.

Our chief instructors, invariably young aristocrats, were the
progressive members of the Youth League, another Communist
organization for indoct—rinating young people. My sister Donkar
was a member of the League. If the Young Pioneers proved
themselves worthy of the high honour of wearing the Red Scarf,
they would be permitted to join the Youth League when they
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were sixteen, The League did not attract as many members as the
Young Pioneers, and so the Chinese used the local government to
enrol members. The young aristocrats were asked to volunteer,
and some bright-looking middle-class young people, Donkar
among them, were ordered to join, She felt that, if she disobeyed
the old lords, perhaps a time might come when they would be in
a position to victimize her; if she disobeyed the new lords, she
might equally suffer in the near future, The League’s activities
included weekly meetings, and singing and dancing at the new
festivals. Its members were paid handsomely,

‘We were also paid for attending school. Each student received
30 dayangs a month, and a complete Tibetan costume each year,
‘Wearing our smart new clothes we were once taken for an anti-
clockwise walk around the Great Monastery — a deliberate act of
sacrilege, as only the clockwise direction was permitted. Most of
the students came from wealthy families and did not care much
about the salaries and gift of clothing; but I was thrilled. There
was a song about the gift of dayangs: ‘From the Revolutionary
East showers of silver dollars rain over the land of snows. The
mountains of silver dollars arc higher than the snow-capped peaks
of gur land.’

In April 1956 the Preparatory Committee for the Autonomous
Region of Tibet was inaugurated at Lhasa. When the Sakya
branch of the committce was opened, we had a grand festive day.
An enormous portrait of Mao Tse-tung was set up, flanked by the
portraits of the Dalai and Panchen Lamas. Multi-coloured posters
in Tibetan adorned all the walls. Long speeches were made, and
the schoolchildren and the officials applauded unfailingly. We
also heard the news that a giant aeroplanc had circled over Lhasa
for some time, dropping beautiful multi-coloured leaflets in
Tibetan and Chinese. I read some of them, all the more impressed
by virtue of their having dropped from the sky. They read:
‘Greetings on the occasion of the establishment of the Preparatory
Committee for the Autonomous Region of Tibet.! Many of the
senior officials of the Sakya government were offercd good posts
in the Sakya branch of the committee. So far at least the officials
and aristocrats were enjoying their life.
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CHAPTER 8

Limits of Indoctrination

One afternoon 1 came back from school and found the whole
family crying and moaning as if one of its members had suddenly
died. For a few moments I stood not knowing what to do, Then
Donkar told me what had upset the whole houschold: ‘The
government has put me down to go to Chinal’

1 had heard earlier that a batch of ten or twelve youngsters
from Sakya would be sent to China on free scholarships, but
before the final announcement was made the whole town had
been kept in suspense. It was our misfortune that Donkar was one
of the selected candidates. It scemed to us as if she was going to
be sent to the gas-chamber rather than to the Motherland, for to
us separation from our family was like death itself, We dreaded
and feared even the short occasional business trips to Shigatse,
only 4o miles away. Every possible safety precaution would be
taken. The astrologer was consulted ; blessings were sought from
a high lama; and rituals were performed. To send our eldest
sister to distant, unknown, uncertain China was an impossible
proposition,

From the beginning the Communists were extremely careful
about their image as the people’s saviours, Thus they got the local
Tibetan government to do all the unpleasant and painful things,
such as forcing the bright Tibetan youth to go to China for
indoctrination. No one else from Sakya volunteered to go for
free schooling in the Motherland. The Government compelled
families who had six or more children to send one of them to
China. Mother recalls that the list was prepared on fair grounds;
because she had three sons and three daughters, and especiaﬂy
because Donkar was a clever-looking girl, our family was eligzble-
However, Mother was determined to keep her daughter at home,
and appealed to the highest political authority of the Sakya Tocal
government, the Zodpa.
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She went before him bringing a basin of sugar and of course a
khadar. But bribery alone was not enough; a well-prepared,
reasonable petition was needed to win a case, Mother harped
continuously on the fact that she had a houseful of children to
bring up, and needed Donkar, as the eldest, to help her. It was
also unfair that Donkar should go with eleven boys and without’
a companion of her own sex. The answer she received showed
the prevailing Tibetan intellectual mood, brought about by
Communist propaganda. :

The Zodpa said: ‘T think you should send your daughter for
your own good and hers. Remember, woman, once she com-
pletes her education in Peking, she will come back as a new
aristocrat. She will have the right to work in the Sakya govern-
ment. In Lhasa I have already seen women jn colourful aprons
working among the nobility in our sober offices where no woman
was ever seen previously. The Chinese Communist Party have
benevolently declared the emancipation of women, and His
Holiness the Dalai Lamah as assented to it. I think you should not
miss this golden opportunity; you will regret it later if you do.
Our government has been impartial as usual. You can certainly
afford to send one child to China when you have so many. Your
daughter, 1 hear, is clever, and I think she should do very well,
bringing benefit to herself and credit to our Sekya Government.
‘We cannot risk sending any urchin or beggar who might disgrace
the name of sacred Sakya. You must send your daughter.’

But Mother persisted with her petition, each time bringing
fresh excuses. By far the most weighty reason for our ultimate
success was that Mother had already made an agreement to give
Dopkar away in marriage, and npeither the Tibetan government
nor the Chinese had the right to break the bond of the marriage
which was about to take place. Donkar was reluctantly released.

Finally, the Sakya government managed to levy the ‘child tax’
on eight families, When the eight boys left Sakya, we rejoiced
over our good fortune, but also sympathized with the others’
misfortune. The parting ceremony was as mournful as a funeral

" service. The parents and relatives gathered and wept, as did a
large crowd. As I miserably watched them leaving Sakya, 1

i
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thought: “Where will they be? Far away from Sakya in some
strange place in the vastness of China. Will they ever return
home to our sacred Sakya?’

After the first batch had been sent, there was less reluctance
and remonstrance shown over the free scholarships in the
Motherlend. Nor was it surprising, for by then the blue-
uniformed Han working personnel had been successfully courting
the upper strata, and many young people had joined the various
Communist youth organizations. When I was at the Chinese
school, Comrade Nyima used to try to induce me to go to China,
He would speak nostalgically of the Peking Institute of National
Minorities, where he had been educated. ‘In China’, he said with
pride, ‘the roads shine like looking-glasses. You see hardly any
pedestrians, but more vehicles than the entire Tabetan popula-
tion.”

‘When the order came from Lhasa in 1956 to send a second
batch of children, younger than the previous batch, Nyima did
not hesitate to recommend my name to the Tibetan and Chinese
authorities. But Mother vetoed the proposal. I was in 2 quandary.
1 did not really want to leave my mother, sisters and brothers, to
whom [ was passionately attached; but at the same time I fer-
vently wished to see the Chinese ‘proletarian paradisc’, which
had inflamed my imagination ever since I had come into contact
with my Chinese comrades. If I did not go now, I thought, I
would be far behind those who were going to receive the best
socialist education that China could afford. My problem ivas
providentially solved when the plan +was abandoned. The ex-
planation I heard was that the younger children could not adapt
themselves to the comparatively hot Chinese climate, and the
earlier experiments had failed due to the deaths of 2 number of
the children.

Since coming to India, I have met many of the young Tibetans
who were educated for at least five years in China and who are
now in exile. Among them are two whom we knew intimately in
Sakya. One of them, Garshi Tsewang, was educated in China for
nearly five years. After the abortive Lhasa uprising of 1959, he
was sent back to Tibet as 2 member of the working personnel
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and was posted in Sakya, where he worked for nearly a year as an
interpreter. Towards the end of 1959, when the much-publicized
‘democratic reform’ was over, his family decided to escape and
they asked Tsewang if he wanted to join them. One evening,
wearing his blue uniform, Mao badge and blue cap, Tsewang
slipped out of Simchung House, the Chinese headquarters in
Sakya, and escaped with his family to India, where he now lives
free and contented.

The other cadre who escaped to India was Thubten-la, who
was also an interpreter in Sakya during the democratic reforms.
Having worked for nearly a year in Sakya under his Han boss,
Thubten-la was transferred to Shigatse, where his wife was then
living. He lost no time in packing up, and escaped with his wife
in 1960, B

So from our small town alone, two young Tibetans who had
been indoctrinated in China for at least five years ‘betrayed’ the
Chinese rulers. They told us that most of the Tibetan youth, in-
doctrinated in China and now working under Han bosses, would
have escaped if they could. ‘Just as you are forced to undergo
thamzing (mutual accusation), or study basic Merxist-Leninism,
or denounce your religion, we are also forced to do what we did
in Sakya. There is no other way if you can’t escape,’ said Thubten-
la. So I knew that Norzin-la, the Tibetan girl who was employed
as our Chinese interpreter, was acting when she appeared to take
her part so seriously; there was no other way open to her.

The young Tibetans studying at the Peking Institute of National
Minorities between 1952 and 1956 were pampered with the best
of Chinese dishes — four dishes per meal, and three meals daily.
When the first batch of youths arrived at the Institute in 1552
from Lhasa, they refused to sleep in bunks one above the other,
because the holy relics they wore round their necks day and
night would have been desecrated; so they were given a special
dormitory with beds side by side. A Buddhist temple was con-
secrated for the Tibetan students, and the Communists imported
tsampa, yak’s meat and butter from Eastern Tibet for them. They
also received, an extravagant amount of pocket money. This high-
class treatment continued right up to 1956.
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The course at the Peking Institute of National Minorities was
basically the same as that which we had at the Sakya primary
school. However, instruction was in the ‘revolutionary language’
- Chinese. At the beginning Tibetan was taught as a minor
subject, but by 1957 the weekly lessons had been reduced from
six to two. The Chinese language lecturer would assert chauvin-
istically that Chinese was ‘the most revolutionary and widely-
spoken language in the world'. The Tibetan students retorted
that they were destined to serve the Tibetan people, and the
Tibetans would not understand ‘the most revolutionary language’.
Despite this argument, if any Tibetan student was found speaking
in his mother tongue he was punished by being made to stand for
two or three hours on a bench, and by thamzing. History as
approved by the Party was by far the most controversial subject.
The Chinese teacher would begin with these words: ‘Ever since
Princess Wen-Cheng Kung-Ju married the Tibetan King Songtsen
Gampo, Tibet has been part of China.” The fact that the Tibetan
king married a Nepalese princess as well: was very well known
to the Tibetans, who would comment: ‘Then Tibet became part
of Nepal as well, because Songtsen Gampo also married a
Nepalese princess.’ But since 1555 debate has been strictly pro-
hibited in classrooms, and anywhere else.

Chinese chauvinism knew no limits, The teachers at the
Institute would exclaim: ‘What do you backward Tibetans
know? Nothing ! The Han race is the bravest, cleverest and most
able in the world.’

Tension between the Chinese and the Tibetan students at the
Institute became more marked, culminating in an astounding
‘poster war” in April 1957. Many of the Tibetan students became
nationalistic when they went to China. In 1956 there were 824
Tibetan students at the lnstitute. Ngawang Thondup, who was in
the first batch of Tibetans to arrive in Peking, recalls: ‘When
you are far away from your homeland, you lose all your petty
internal differences in the larger national interest, Many of us
became nationally conscious only during the process of indoctriva-
tion, because before that we faced no such provocative challenge.
But when we arrived in China, we united to face the challenges.
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¢“were all:Tibetans.”. - B .
ibetan students had three'serious grievances. First, a few -
mon arlier, , Chou. En:lai. had stated in a speech fpade. in
:Chingdow: that “the Tibetans must follow the cxemple of other
“national minorities, like the Manchurians,” who had fost their
-cultura] identity and been absorbed into China.. The implication
“yeds - that" they: should wear Han clothes and speak the Han
“language. This was in direct viclation of the Sino-Tibetan Agree-
“nifent of x951.-Second, the weekly Tibetan lessons were reduced
«from six periods:to two. Third, a-Chinese lecturer pointed dis-
réspectfully at the picture of the Dalai Lama’s Potala Palace, with
“the words: “This is a landlord’s house.” When the Tibetan
students-demanded to know who was the landlord, the lecturer
spelled out,.“The Dalai Lama’. :
"+ ‘Although the "Chinese official news spoke of nothing but un-
precedented progress and prosperity achieved in Tibet since the
‘liberation’, some of the older students heard that the Tibetans
in Edstern-Tibet were openly revolting against the Chinese over-
~lords: Secing the Chinese Communist policy against Tibet slowly
unveiling itself at the Institute, the students had no doubt about
the Chinese colonial oppression i their country, During their
indoctrination the Tibetan youths had learned valuable lessons in
organization, efficiency and resourcefulness, and planned their
poster war to good effect.
»+-One night three huge posters, containing the three grievances
written in Tibétan and Chinese and illustrated by caricatures,
\yeré» stuck prominently on the walls of the dining-hall and
ftgditdrigm. The stadents had previously agreed on who should
get up. to speak if the Chinese demanded it, and also that all
/Tibetjanis‘tudents must be united in their protest. Next morning
thestu ety crowded round the startling posters. Tmmediately
! - kfz@lstithe’jspecial'gorig: for an emergency meeting was
turiously:sounded!” All the students, of the Institute, numbering
veritwo' tholisand,- anxiously. gathered in the auditorium. The
démanded to know who had put-up the posters, which
. Mafiohelism. and a2 Teactionary. tendency to:

social class. were allltiljrélevan’t.‘The important.
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separate Tibet from the Motherland’. As planned, Ngawang
Thondup and another Tibetan youth got up to speak. The Tibetan
students, who were all occupying one section of the hall,
applauded loudly, and students from Inner Mongolia and Sinkiang
joined in. The two speakers elaborated in Chinese on the three
main issues raised in the posters.

A heated discussion between the Tibetan students and the
Hans raged in the packed auditorium. There was much shouting
and counter-shouting of slogans, The Principal diplomatically
called a halt to the battle of words before it degenerated into an
open clash between the Hans, on one side, and the Tibetans,
supported by students from Sinkiang, Manchuria and Mongolia,
on the other. The Principal brought the meeting to order, and
concluded: ‘I shall refer the matter to higher authority. I shall
also investigate your three points of protest. But I can assure you
that it is Party policy to abide by the seventeen-point Agreement,
to respect the Dalai Lama, and to allow you to preserve and
improve your mother tongue.’

Soon after this incident the Institute closed for the vacation,
The Chinese authorities tried to avoid dealing with the issues,
and to sow dissension among the Tibetan students and break their
unity, which was built on a strong fecling of nationalism. They
did not meet with much success. During the holiday the Tibetan
students started a Lhamo Assaciation, for presenting traditional
Tibetan operas — a cultural activity which made them still more
nationally conscious. Although the Chinese realized the danger
posed by the Lhamo Association, they found it difficult to ban it
for some time, as it had a cultural character. However, at the
beginning of 1957 political struggles began all over China. The
Institute was badly affected, and those responsible for the poster
war were had up and punished.

Ngawang Thondup, however, managed to escape to Tibet soon
after. On the pretext that his mother was seriously ill he was able
to get three months’ leave of absence. The authorities thought he
might not return to Peking, so he was required to obtain the
signaturc of a high dignitary who would guarantce his return to
the Institate after the allotted three months, Even today he feels
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ilty of ‘local natlonahsm and 1eactlona1~y tcndenc:es Many of )
em -did: herojc thinigs - clurmg the inyestigation;: Tharigméy
Késang Dekyi, for-example, a sixteen-year-old girl; swallowed-a -
-foll 'of paper containing the names- of the girl ‘members of the
:'Lhamo ‘Association when the Chinese began: unearthmg the’
pahst movement Durmg this purge the ‘criminals’ were
iade o wear paper hats with ‘local nationalism’ inscribed ‘on
“them, According to- Tibetan custom, wearing a paper hat was
_‘consﬂered the most degradlng punishment a crlmma! could be
gwen :

“Perhaps such nationalist activities were only pnssﬂ)le in \‘he

“ honeymoon days when China was pursuing a deceptively liberal
policy towards Tibet, Furthermore, it was during this- period

.that Mao, uttered his famous slogan: ‘Let a hundred flowers
.blossom, let a hundred schools of thought contend.” However,
conditions in both China and Tibet have changed for the worse
since that brief time of freedom.

* Since 1956 the Tibetan cadres have been trained in China
without any Tibetan influences and under much stricter regiment-
ation: Whether their indoctrination has been any more successful
‘may be assessed from the experiences of a Tibetan who escaped
to India in 196 9. Kunsang Paljor, the cadre in question, was sent
to Peking in 1956 at the age of sixteen, when there was no more
special treatment for the Tibetan students. Indoctrination was
-directed first 7 against - rehglom The students asserted that, despite
the” Chinese Communist’ view of religion as poisonous, the

“Tibetans would continue to prattise their faith, and that freédomt
of R faith was within the framework of the Sino-Tibetan Agreement
“of: The: Commimists told- them that the old superstitious
ibetans” deluded themselves with religion; but ‘that
tudents like Kuisang Paljor should not do so. If-one had
st-Letiinism diligently, said the Chinese, one would‘
h lowness of yeligion. ;
unsang Paljor mtended to study only the Clunesc
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language serfously, but when he had picked up enough knowledge
to read the Chinese papers and periodicals he began to take a
keen interest in Chinese politics.

The extent of Kunsang’s aptitude and academic qualifications
can be gauged by the type of assignment that the Chinese
authorities gave him on his return to Tibet in 1961. He worked
as a journalist on the Tibet Darly News, the Communist organ in
Tibet, and probably knows more about what went on in Tibet
in the 19605 than anyone now outside the country. When he
came back to Tibet, he was shocked to see the unhappy serious
faces of his fellow Tibetans, remembering their smiling faces and
laughter before he went to China.

Kunsang’s example may be a hopeful pointer to the fature,
Here is a bright young Tibetan, who was indoctrinated in Peking
for six years, who came back to Tibet only to be enlightened on
the unspeakable plight of his fellow Tibetans, and who finally
made a daring dash for personal freedom when he could no
longer endure Chinese Communist oppression. He admits that,
due to his intellectual capacity, he was paid well and his own life
was comlortable enough; but what he could not tolerate were
the sullferings and privations of his own fellow-countrymen, and
the darker aspects of Communism which are deemed essential to
pave the way to the Marxist material salvation of mankind.
According to Kunsang, the Chinese Communists used to say
scathingly to the Tibetan students: ‘The more you are educated
along Mao’s lincs, the more reactionary tendencies and the mare
Iocal nationalism you develop.” This he feels is an apt assessment
of the Chinese-trained Tibetan cadres. For the Tibetan students,
the indoctrination has been a means of education and sharpening
the mind, while the Chinese Communists consider it an end in
itself. Kunsang says: ‘If you know how the Chinese Communists
deceive other people, you can deceive them in the same way,
That's what I did. It never occurred to the Chinese Communists
that 1 would ever escape to India; I merely paid them back in the
same coin.’



CHAPTER 9

Thoughts of Escape

The summer of 1956 was particularly pleasant. The snow was
melting like butter even on the highest peaks, and the Sakya
River was flowing full and crystal-clear. We often swam in its
waters. The Sakya valley was vivid green and very beautiful. The
pastures were carpeted with lush green grass, and flowers with
gorgeous blue and yellow bells stood out against the natural
carpet. The arable fields were equally beautiful. The barley stalks
were tall and strong, sure sign of a good harvest; the mustard
fields were dazzling with their bright yellow flowers; and the
sweet peas were already blossoming. How anxiously we waited
for the sweet peas to become half-ripe! Then we would go in
groups to raid the flowers — breathless chases, when our hearts
beat faster and louder then our sprinting feet.

The memories of that summer are associated in my mind with
the exciting news I heard at school. I remember hearing Comrade
Nyima reading a current issue of the 7Tibet Daily News, which
described the first meeting of the Preparatory Committee for the
Autonomous Region of Tibet, presided over by the Dalai Lama,
Of the three decisions taken, the one that most interested me
was this: “To train cadres, including ecclesiastical and temporal
officials, within the shortest possible time and on a large scale,
and to plan to train 2,000 cadres in schools in Tibet within the
year.” An improvized school for the cadres was opened in Sakya
by the end of rg956. The Chinese called it ‘Working Cadres’
School’, but we humorously nicknamed it the ‘Old Men’s
School’, for the concept of adult education was unknown to us.

Sixty young men, from all parts of the Sakya region, were paid
60 dayangs per month to attend, plus free food, lodging and
clothing. The local people were not taken in, and axgued: “The
Uncles (Chinese) won’t give you all those dayangs for nothing.
After the pleasure purchased with the silver dollars, you're sure
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to get pains.’ But for the time being the young men had a
fabulous time contributing to the social life of Sakya. Being
young and carefree most of them were spendthrifts, throwjng
away their silver dollars. The sleepy bazaar suddenly became alive
and hummed with business. In addition, the young of both sexes
had many new faces, handsome or pretty as the case might be, to
choose from. Previously, romantic or casual affairs had been con-
fined to the town itself; but when the Working Cadres School
was started, there were many good-looking young men coming
from round about, Tt was at this time that my sister Donkar gave
birth to an illegitimate son,

Sakya in 1956 was an interesting and exciting town, where
remnants of past greatness and the apparent progress of the
present peacefully existed together. The Great Sakya Monastery,
consecrated when the Sakya sect was in its heyday, still rang 1ts
calm, heart-soothing bells on the gentle wind. Nearby was the
Shetok, the stately building that once housed the government of
Tibet in the fourteenth century, and was now the seat of the
Sakya local government. Every now and then you could see a
bored official peering from one of its windows, There was also
the Simchung Honse, a white, proseic, symmetrical nev boilding,
on whose roof fluttered the huge red flag of the Chinese admin-
istration.

In those days I was extremely happy, living a life full of new
interest, cxcitement and hope. So it was with a great shock that
we heard that the ‘peaceful liberation’ was postponed for six
years at the Tibetan request. Qur own school was closed down,
as was the Working Cadres’ School, after its few months of
happy existence. In short, everything that the Chinese had
started was hurriedly dismantled — the offices of various Com-
munist youth organizations, the local branch of the Preparatory
Committee, the hospital. The two Chinese teachers who taught
us arithmetic and physical training could hardly conceal their
joy, and most of the Chinese ‘“working personnel’ were equally
pleased. After all, they had been sent to Tibet under compulsion,
separated from their loved ones, and only sustained by the
occasional censored letter.
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3 from the chlrpmg sparrows than from the .
voices of the customiers. The monastery regained its sanctity and -
- éilénce:-The Slrnchung headquarters was desolate and dbandoned
or a while at least, The young people became’ listless and dis-
+pirited, The aristocratic activists were out ‘of their well-paid jobs.
My own teacher Liad to. cut:down on. his lavish expenditure.
-~While' employed’ by the Chihese, he drank tea sweetened with
sugar every afterrioon, but now he was forced to go back to the’
~traditional diet;-and he had to stop smoking cigarettes and réturn
<o his good old native pipe. Parties were few and on a small scale.
The fervent, vigorous pseudo-intellectual life was dead,. and
Socxahsm once a staple mental diet, was discussed no more. The
young government officials, who had been the vanguard of the
peaceful revolution and had interested themselves in their new,
‘enthralling posts,: lost all their zeal and enthusiasm after the
Chinese: mapicians «departed. They resumed their traditional
1etharglc life '~ quite reluctantly, 1 think. A few sold their
‘recently acquired watches; for seconds, minutes and hours were
-the masters of the time-] bound Chinese, not of the Tibetans,

. However, the mass of the people, who had obstinately resisted -
the socialist fevers of. the 1950s, and the monks, who were
lmplacably opposed to the Chinese, breathed sighs of relief when

-‘the enemies of the faith’ departed. The old and faithful thanked
Kunchok Sum for not allowing the Chinese Reds to succeed with
-their: ‘peaceful liberation’. Indeed, the masses did not want
‘hberanon» the Chinese Communists imposed it upon them.
~The mere fact that the Chinese had left-Sakya was an unspeakable
velief to orcImary people. They thought that the alien enemies of

th ‘native faith would léave the land of snows, the bastion of
Buddism, dnd that they would be allowed to worship and work .
before.: Mother, even. sent Abu to- Shigatse on .2
tnp, desplte an unexpected drop.in- the value of

: alté 1 ately, a

postpone thexr ‘hbemtxon because there
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was no ‘revolutionary situation’ and the conditions were ‘unripe
for reforms’. Realizing that the so-called liberators were actually
suppressors, the Khampas, who were the first to be ‘liberated’,
had already formed the resistance movement known as the ‘Four
Rivers and Six Ranges’. The first fighting took place in Batang
and Litang on the castern border, and the conflict spread like
wildfire towards Kham proper and Central Tibet. The Chinese
allegation that the revolt of the late 19505 had no popular support
has no basis in fact, but it was the only ideologically plausible
excuse they could give. If the revolt even in its initial stages had
not been gencrally supported the small “upper strata reactionary
clique’ would have been like a tiny bee buzzing insanely and
frantically against the might of the Red Army. Furthermore, to
allege, as the Chinese did, that most of the rebels ‘were coerced
or deceived or forced directly by the feudal lords to resist the
Chinese’ was an imaginative lie. Even if such an attempt had
been made, the rebels could casily have run away to the security
of the People’s Liberation Army; for Tibet was already infested
with the armoured khaki-clad ants of the Chinese.

Opposition to the Chinese was due to the fact that to the
Tibetans religion was everything. To the poor it was the only
living comfort and hope for a better next life, and to the rich it
was the only ideology which gave their life meaning. That the
Communists were the foes of our faith was common knowledge
well before the Red Army marched into our country. The
commoners had another advantage over the élite: since they were
illiterate, they were unreceptive to new ideas. They could not
read the deceptive seventeen-point Agreement for themselves,
neither had anyone else read it to them; nor could they under-
stand the new concept of the Commune system, They dismissed
all these with a shake of the head and the cryptic phrase ot 2
good sign’,

I am mnot implying that social reforms were not needed in
Tibet: far from it. However, the common Tibetans were by and
large contented with th/eir life, though the contentment was
bought at great cost. The Tibetan people had their own concept
of happiness, which was essentially spiritual, Chairman Mao had
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a new concept of happiness, which he thought would be welcome
to the Tibetan masses, Now that I know a little more about the
great leader of China, 1 wish that Mao had seen for himself the
exact situation in Tibet. If he had known that the Tibetan people
were unhappy with his kindly-conceived ‘liberation’, he might
have withdrawn his comrades from Tibet. After all, why should
the saviour of the masses give them more suffering?

I also think that step by step Tibet would eventually have
transformed herself. The thirteenth Dalai Lama introduced a
considerablenumber of reforms, as already described (seep. 71-4).
The fourteenth and present Dalai Lama had plans for democratiza-
tion which the Chinese invaders did not allow to mature.
Knowing the honesty and sincerity of the Dalai Lama, I have
complete faith that he would have tried to reform Tibet. As long
as Tibet shut its door to the outside world, there would have
been no talk about social changes; but this situation could not
possibly have lasted. Social changes were inevitable, even if there
had been no Chinese invasion.

Leaving speculation aside, once the Chinese had gone, the
people in Sakya hoped that the postponement might finally lead
to a cancellation of the ‘peaceful liberation’. We piled hope upon
hope, possibility upon possibility. When Abu came back from
his business trip to Shigatse he brought the news that the ‘Delhi
Gyalpo’ (gyalpo means king) was coming to Lhasa to make a
treaty between China and Tibet. This referred to Nehru, who
had been invited by the Dalai Lama in late 1956.

Nehru was perhaps the only outside world statesman known
generally among the Tibetans. I remember seeing photographs of
him respectfully kept in a trader’s house in Sakya, On asking who
he was, I was told that he was the ‘wisest man in the world, like
Sakya Pandit was in bis own time.” The news that he was coming
to Tibet was indeed glad tidings. We hoped that he might prove
our political saviour, and help us to get out of the intricate mesh.
of the Chinese liberation. He was our only hope. And no Tibetan
would ever have dreamt of the policy which he in fact adopted
towards Tibet — a policy which synchronized neither with the
prevalent jntellectual mood, nor with the Indian people’s wishes.
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It was governed by three factors: “The preservation and security
of India; our desire to maintain friendly relations with China;
and our deep sympathy for the people of Tibet.” So all that the
Tibetan people received for the trust and faith they put in Pandit
Nehru and Holy India was a cold, passive sympathy.

Of course at the time none of the Tibetans had the slightest
comprehension of the great chess game that Pandit Nehru and
Comrade Chou En-lai were playing. Tibet was murdered, and
upon its grave the Panch Shila, or Five Principles of Co-Existence,
were engraved - the clauses of the Sino-Indian Agreement of 29
April 1954, 1 recently told a Tibetan labourer working on the
roads in India that India had recognized Chinese sovereignty over
Tibet, and he cricd out that we had been betrayed. Not only did
the Dalai Lama and the nobility trust India, but, far more
importantly, the common people of Tibet did. We were taught
to refer to her as ‘Holy India’, and nearly every scripture we read
had a few words of Sanskrit at the beginning, But Pandit Nehru
did not come, and we were disappointed.

After the postponement of the ‘peaceful liberation’, for six
years the situation in Tibet progressively deteriorated. One sign
of this was the unprecedented number of Khampa “pilgrims’,
mostly from Amdo, who came to Sakya. They stopped there for
a week or so, selling Chinese tea and cups, and seeing the
monasteries. After this they would set off again towards the north
of India. Most of them lied and said that they were ‘pilgrims’, but
a few were frank enough to tell us the truth: they were refugees
from Amdo and Kham. They recommended us to start selling
our property, collect silver dollars, and make our way to India
while there was still comfortable time. They warned that, if we
stayed, we were sure to end up in the same boat as the Amdos.
Instead of heeding their friendly advice and making careful
preparation for an early escape, many Sakyans preferred to buy
Chinese cups and other goods, storing them away for the special
occasions that never came.

Meanwhile Khampas in small groups continued to move
towards India via Sakya. The biggest contingent was a group
known as the Jagod Tsang. Before their arrival there was general
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apprehension; the Chinese Communists had portrayed the
Khampa freedom fighters as notorious bandits whose sole
business was looting, plundering and rape. They had a certain
amount of justification, Most of the Khampa guerillas were
engaged in a praiseworthy national war of liberation, with little
means at their disposal, and were supplied by the local inhabitants
with their daily necessities. Some, however, used the name of 2
holy war to engage in nefarious activities, especially near the
Indian border.

The Jagod Tsang group seemed fairly well disciplined and
organized and had acquired some military characteristics. The
fighters were tall and tough-looking warriors, mostly middle-
aged men, who locked cumbersome and fearsome in comparison
with their Chinese counterparts. They encamped on a large
grazing ground a mile outside the town, in tents guarded by
fierce-looking sentries. They claimed that they had been fighting
hard in several places for the glory of our Dharma, and had many
victories to their credit. Explaining their future plans, they
assured us that they were going to attack some stranded Red
Army units in Western Tibet. They demanded pistols and rifles
from the rich, and replacements for their weak, tired horses, and
they received more food supplies than they could carry. Despite
their assertions, we suspected that they were making an honour-
able retreat to India, since prospects of victory were slim. They
had retreated from Kham while the resistance movement was
fighting its last losing battle in the area. After a few months they
left Sakya.

At about this time the Sakya Lama also left, travelling incog-
nito. We were told that he was going for a religious retreat in a
remote meditation sanctuary among the rocks and slates of Mount
Taktsenma. Such retreats were quite usual for the High Lama, In
spite of travelling incognito, he had the ful} traditional send-off.
I saw the procession. A double column of colowrful riders was
beaded by religious musicians playing the vibrant tunes we loved
to hear, Next came young monks carrying religious banners and
umbrellas signifying the holy status of the High Lama. They were
followed by grave ecclesiastical dignitaries, conscious of the
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divine presence and ablivious of us, the spectators. Preceded by
monk officials and followed by lay officials rode the Sakya Lama,
the Lord of Refuge, in a comfortable palanquin carried by four
strong men in yellow brocade. Anyonc who caught sight of his
face through the small window of the palanquin was considered
supremely fortunate. The government officials were all in
gorgeous Chinese brocades, fashioned as Tibetan etiquette
demanded; they condescendingly bowed their heavily capped
heads and shook their long earrings.

This spectacular procession of piety and splendour passed
peacefully along the cleanly swept path, sanctified by burning
and smouldering pine needles — a spiritual purification that
cnabled the Boddhisatva to pass without being accidentally con-
taminated. Along both sides of the road were the Sakyans,
humbly bowing low to receive blessings from the Lord of Refuge,
Though the haughty bodyguards tried to prevent it, the devout
onlookers prostrated themselves on the spot., Even we children
were overawed. None of us knew that we were saying a grand
goodbye to our young lama and teacher.

A week later, a nomad friend of ours from Khawu, near the
religious retreat, brought down our monthly supply of fuel —
about fifteen yakloads of sheep and yak dung. He told us that the
nomads in Khawu saw His Holiness and party crossing the pass
leading to India. Although they could not be absolutely certain,
they guessed that the Sakya Lama was secking refuge in India.
Mother’s attitude was: ‘If our Lord of Refuge leaves sacred Sakya,
we shall never be happy.” We believed that the Sakya Lama, hike
any High Incarnate in Tibet, saw the past, present and future as
clearly as you can see yourself in a mirror; hence his departure
was a pointer to a fearful future. Mother declared that we must
follow the Sakya Lama, as he was our Jama and leader for this life
and the next, and we could not live a proper life without him.

Abu, on the other hand, though extremely religious for his
age, showed signs of disagreement. He had been to India, and
knew that it was not a land of milk and honey. If you could not
work you would pot get food in India; it was not like Tibet,
where you could never starve, no matter how poor you might be.



THOUGHTS OF ESCAPE Ifx

Like most Tibetans, Abu felt that the Chinese occupation was like
a ‘red cloud over Tibet’, which would vanish any time. Lastly he
defended his standpoint by saying that the Chinese Reds would
not inflict suffering upon the poor. We were an insignificant
cypher to them. There was no difference whether we were under
old or new masters; we had been born low and would remain
low. We were unconvinced by Abu’s arguments. In addition, he
was a disobedient son, who had heedlessly deviated from the
traditional norms., During this period of uncertainty he got
entangled with a brewer’s daughter. Mother violentdy dis-
approved of his choice, and he just as violently loved his fiancée.

Rejecting his views, Mother went ahead with her plans. She
had partly accepted the Amdos’ sincere advice, and had been
hoarding silver dollars, selling nearly all our goods and changing
our Tibetan currency into dayangs. She was also farsighted enough
Lo arrange our escape before the Chinese returned to Sakya, but
Abu let her down. However, Abu’s attitude seemed to be
justified when we heard that the Sakya Lama had written two
letters, one to the local government and the other to the
monastery, ordering every one, especially the officials, to
remain in Sakya. The letters were written and sent from the
Indian side of the India-Tibetan border as soon as the party
arrived at its sanctuary. His Holiness stated that the oracles in his
retreat had told him to leave Sakya temporarily; in addition the
news on the radio was alarming. However, he hoped that Tibet
would soon get rid of the Chinese Reds and that he would be able
to see Sacred Sakya again, intact both spiritually and materially.
The letters were mainly devoted to the order that none should
escape. The Sakya government, under the wise leadership of the
Zodpa, must function as before. Every official must return to his
work in the government building, and its windows must be open
so that the public could feel secure and not panic. The same
applied to the monks, The Great Monastery must function as
before, All prayers and rites must be held as usual; the monks
must not leave their duties to drink gallons of tea; and the
musicians must play their usual tunes from the monastery roof,
so that we could sleep as soundly as before. In short, His
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Holiness’s absence should create no confusion and disorder in
Sakya.

‘What is one to make of these strange letters? When, years later,
1 met the Sakya Lama at the Sakya Scttlement in India I asked
him why he sent them. He explained that he was very young
when he left Tibet and did not know much; nevertheless, he
would consult his advisers and send me a written answer. I have
not received it yet; but I would imagine that His Holiness, or
more precisely his advisers, thought that the Chinese occupation
was just a ‘red cloud over Tibet” and that one day the sun would
shine again. These ill-advised letters typify the unceasing hope of
the Tibetans, which stems from fortitude and perseverance in
adversity. Italso stems from ignorance:: the highest and supposedly
the most enlightened authority in Sakya thought that Tibet would
somehow regain her independence, and soon, too, This convic-
tion is the reason why some lay Tibetan may stop me in the
bazaar and ask when we are getting our rangtsen (independence),
as if some sort of a legal case were still going on; and why my
ageing mother waits each day for rangtsen as if it were going to
drop from the skies.

Those who are stranded in Tibet must be waiting even more
impatiently. After the flight of the Dalai Lama in March 1959,
whenever a noisy Chinese aeroplane flew over Sakya we used to
bow down at once and pray that it was His Holiness returning to
us. The mentors of the Sakya Lama thought along the same lines.
They reckoned that the Chinese occupation would not last long,
but that even during this estimated short period of darkness and
distress the Chinese were likely to harm the person of the Sakya
Lama. He was the most precious jewel of Sakya, its pivot;
therefore, no risks must be taken as far as he was concerned. As
for the others, they must remain, partly to guard the town and
partly to look after the fruit of our forefathers — all the 108
monasterics round about, including the famous Great Monastery
of Sakya.

So everyone in Sakya stayed put and waited for the Chinese.
The letters did not directly affect the public, for they were
addressed and secretly delivered to the government officials and
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e -indirectly, since -the mindless
massestwould follow’ theirsuperiors’ example. It was tragic that
High Lama urwittingly rounded-up his subordinates for the
nese, who must haveconsidered it a highly patriotic act from-
égtidh:{ry: 't;ja"iton’r.ﬂ’\?\fhen .the aristocrats and monks found
themselves in -prison,. they said to themselves: ‘Had we not
ived that Order, we should have been safe in India by now.
wasiQue-to:our Karrita, and we must not complain irrever-
"ently against -ours High Lama.” Sakya is only about fifteen days’
i omthe.Indian border, and any of our learned lamas and
ans,tq'cratgc,thd‘have escaped easily.
‘When Lhasa was-falling to the Chinese, after the flight of the
DalaizLama, a woman with second sight claimed that she saw
' Chinese 'soldiérs .on .the holy Ponte Hill. This omen was con-
“firmed when ‘the Chinese general, after successfully suppressing
the Lhasa uprising, sent a few soldiers to Sakya. The night of their
~ arrival was one'of the tensest and saddest that its citizens had ever
‘experienced. Mother says: ‘I have never been more terrified and
. sad since the day. that I was born.” By then we knew that our
 venerable government had collapsed, perhaps never to recoyer.
It suddenly struck us that Tibet was no more our country; that
"we, were no-longer free Tibetans; that we were mnder alien
- gverlords, -the -Chinese Communists, The land of Snows, the
-land oﬁ lamas; the land of eternal mystery had passed away. Losing
wone's cotintry. was like suddenly losing one’s parents. When we
;hegr’d.ﬂmt«t}xe Chinese had captured Lhasa, all of us in Sakya felt
theshock of thit great loss. Everyone who visited us that day
-asked: Mother ina choking voice: “What shall we do now, Aki?’
Many people in- Sakya-were so upset that they literally fainted. .
That night Mother did not.sleep. She leaned against the wall
ang P_e,el?ed»fearﬁxﬂy through the window, watching every move-
ment inthe disturbéd town. When we woke the next morning,
ound her ‘qué’:swollert_ahd her eyes red with weeping. There
ad beeri ‘more movement in the village than usual, she told us:
ght she had'seen two close associates of the Sakya Lama
I 3 “leéading horses heavily laden but without any
that:they. were going to India, and envied them
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their good fortune. She was worried that the whole population
might go, leaving us alone for the Chinese. Since Abu, who knew
the way to India and was the only man in our family, stubbornly
refused to escape, we were helpless. By an infllible decree of
Karma we were perhaps born to be the prey of the godless
Chinese Communists.

Next day the Chinese called for a mass meeting. To Mother’s
surprise and relief, she found that only the two persons she had
seen escaping were missing. The meeting was proclaimed as a
jubilant occasion for the Tibetan people in general and for the
‘serfs’ in particular, The army chief told us, as Peking’s spokes-
man, that the revolt was engineered by the Tibetan ‘upper strata
reactionary clique’. The nobility and monasterics of Tibet had
joined hands with the foreign imperfalists and had started an
abortive rebellion. Having failed miserably, Tibet’s serf-owners
had robbed the Tibetan people of their beloved Dalai Lama.
When we heard this we breathed an audible sigh of relief, and
murmured: ‘“Thank God, the Precious One is safe. Now we shall
be all right.’

Having condemned the reactionaries, he told us how the
heroic wmits of the People’s Liberation Army in Lhasa had
suppressed the rebellion in 47 hours — not even two full days, he
emphasized. Suddenly he became very modest. The credit for this
decisive victory went not to the PLA alone but also to the
Tibetan masses. While the PLA were sweeping the rebels from
their Lhasa stronghold, the Tibetans followed, bringing them
food and other supplies. There was a sudden outburst of laughter
from the crowd at the very idea of Tibetans bringing food to the
fighting Chinesc soldicrs. The girl interpreter, Norzin-la, pointed
to the section of the crowd where the Jaughter had come from
and demanded the reasons for it. No one replied; everyone’s cyes
were glued to the ground. Later we found out that it was an
ex-soldier of the Tibetan army who had started the laughter. He
told those near him that the Chinese must have seen Lhasaites
bringing food for the freedom fighters.

Knowing the Tibetan commoners' response to the Chinese
‘liberation’ during the previous cight years, I am positive that the
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been misled by reactionary clements and should return home.
Not believing them, the brave Phunubpa men gave them a few
bold strokes, and the search party came back wounded and
bleeding. The Sakyans hailed the Phunubpas’ resistance as an act
of valour and manliness, When I was naughty, Mother would
challenge me: ‘If you are brave, why don’t you behave like the
sons of Phunubpa?’

No doubt the Phunubpa family was well equipped and manned
for the escape; but they certainly demonstrated to the Sakyans
that it was better to risk everything for the sake of personal
freedom and even to die than to exist under the Chinese. Soon
many were to follow their example. Next to flee was Rasha
Lama-la, the tantric practitioner and our weather controller
under the old arder. As usual, a search party was sent, but they
returned empty-handed. Later, we learned that such parties never
really searched, not bhecause they were lazy, but because they
themselves were planning to escape. In our final and successful
escape the commander was a ‘progressive’, who had been on
several such chases and who, instead of chasing the fugitives,
worked outa good route for his own future flight. Unfortunately,
Rasha Lama-la’s party ran into a Chinese patrol on horseback,
The Indian border was only a day’s journey away, and they could
already see the mighty Himalayas, beyond which lay freedom.
Thinking they were out of the danger area, the party rashly
travelled during the day.

‘When the unfertunate party ‘returned’, as the Chinese put it,
the people of Sakya were summoned to welcome them. As they
reluctantly arrived in front of the Great Monastery, the fugitives
looked tired and dispirited. We were supposed to applaud, but
we all clicked our tongues to express our pity. We all thought
that the chief organizers of the escape, if not all, would be
imprisoned; but to our surprise and relief none was imprisoned
immediately. Instead, they were all taken to the Chinesc head-
quarters at Simchung House, where the comrades gave them
refreshments, followed by a sermon, which was later repeated to
us all in a mass meeting. As she herself longed to escape, Mother
was keenly interested in Lnowing what the Chinese would do if
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ght le Chmese told; the fugltlves H ‘You all belong
common masses of Tibet and you should have 5o fear
er. ¢ J5. time for you t6 raise your heéads-and enjoy an
,‘equa]lty undreaméd:of. by your parents. We-presuime that you
jhave been mlsled by reactionary elements and have carelessly
B! tened toevil-rumours, Now return to your senses and settle
sdow happxly You wﬂl not. be punished, even fox your msa.ne
a empt to escape .

All the same, Rasha Lama la and -Phuntsog Rapten were in-
'.51stently questmned as to why they had schemed to escape.
»Phuntsag Rapten was later sentenced to prison; but a ‘progres-
’sxve ‘friend of the lama warned him in time, and he managed to
: ape successfully to freedom. .

L Seeing - the ‘readiness of the people to escape, the Chinese
"ﬁcallea a special public meeting. It was so different from the old
d ys, when the lords would have passed some pedantic decree
mthout a-word of explanation. The new overlords would per-
-;suade is, explain to us, and try to convince us through their
“arguiients and dialectics, They painted such a horrifying portrait
“of India that many changed their minds, ‘Have you any idea what
.you are domg when you plan to escape?’ Comrade Norzin-la
interpreted. ‘India is one of the hottest countries in the world —
so‘hot'that yow do not need to boil water for tea. You have been
born arid brought up in the icy mountains of Tibet yet you 'want
0" jurap -out of the glacier into the furnace. If you decide in a
'thoughtle‘ss frerizy. to leave your own beautiful Tibet and betray
B f]he Mlghty Mother}and you are deliberately going to.your
“doom.? ;-

.o Néxt they turned to the poverty of India. “Are any of you rxch
- €nouigh to Jive in capitalist India? A capitalist society is heaven
fora fei affluent capitalists-and hell for the masses, The teemmg -
.,mﬂhnns are eterna]ly Jockéd up in misery-and famine. India is
P rpetually tarvmg, as you 'serfs used to .starve under the evil
;feudal system:. “She has to-borrow” food from the imperialist
‘and - other similar countries: Apart from . the
! she «camot, -pay the interest on all
: ld-you hke < go to this Starving, unJust country#'
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The next point was on India’s calamities and diseases. ‘Because
India is burning hot,” argued the Chinese, ‘you sons of snow are
susceptible to all the diseases found there. And the diseases of
heat are many. Malaria will finish you off before your allotted
time.” (Malaria was one of the most dreaded diseases of India
known to the Tibetans, and any Tibetan visiting an Indian hill
station in summer would be susceptible to it.) ‘Most of those
who escaped have already died. Unless you have money, you
cannot get medical treatment in a capitalist society — unlike here.
Every year India faces floods, and millions are drowned in them,
Are you going to dig your graves in India by foolishly leaving
your own land?’

The final point was a threat. ‘Under this sky,” said the spokes-
man, raising his fist and his veice, ‘you cannot escape from the
Chinese Communist Party and the People’s Liberation Army, just
as you cannot escape from death. And what is India to us?
Nothing! We can march in whenever we please. India is bound
by the 1954 Agreement on the Five Principles of Co-existence,
Accordingly, the government of India will extradite all Tibetan
self-exiles, who are Chinese nationals.” (In fact, the Indian
Government did round up Tibetan refugees at the beginning of
1959, before the Dalai Lama escaped to India, but fortunately did
not send them back.) “The duty and ultimate goal of every Com-
munist s to overthrow the bourgeoisie and to create an inter-
national republic. Asfa is our special task. The patriotic people
of China cannot rest until we have liberated our neighbours,
Now, however, if you wish to escape in spite of our sincere
advice, you can go during the day so that it will be easier for you,’
he concluded contemptuously.

The meeting cast doubt where there had formerly been
certainty, and placed those who had decided to escape in a
dilemma. Fortunately for the Chinese, an ex-monk who had
escaped earlier returned to Sakya to collect his wife, and con-
firmed everything that the Chinese had told us. His experiences
made good propaganda, and he was sent to tour the areas round
Sakya, telling the people about his disillusionment in India. ‘I
thought India was a land of Rhush (freedom), and so I escaped.



1t ‘could. get pleaty, of food ‘in Inidia,
on thxs small piece of bread for4 w}mlef- day ]
(He showed a sampIe piece.) "You have to buy even water in
Tndia ! Most of the Tibetans who. eseaped have already. die
malarla I have ‘been- suffermg from it; too, but thanks to'the:
Chingse Coniiunist’ Party: I am getting free ‘medical treatment
and:¢arefill petsonal attention from.the Clifnese doctor; and I, am’
all rxght 1 hope noné of you wﬂl be mad enough to escape to
In&xa o

~'To-bé sure, Mother was not convmced but-owing Pardy to
the “unhappy India’ campaign, and partly to the strictet Testric-
tions imposed; it was extremc]y difffieult to get into contact with
‘trustworthy people going to India §6 far the Chinese had done
nothing drastically harmfu] to the-commoners. Above all;-oracles
at the ‘oldest temple in Sakya mty and at our late father’s abbey
deéclared that we should remain i Sakya Probably it was notyet
time for us to escape. In any case, we deudad to try our new hfe
under ‘the Chmese Communist Party .




CHAPTER 10

The Reactionaries are Crushed

One cold, bleak morning we were awakened by the servant of
Paljor Khang, one of the third-ranking officials in the Sakya local
government, On his master’s order, the servant bought an
Indian fountain pen and an exercise book, Mother was inwardly
rather annoyed at such an unusually early purchaser, for he had
arrived even before our fire was lit, With a conceit arising from
his having access to his master’s secrets, the servant confided in
Mother that Mr Paljor was going to attend a ‘political education’
(lobjong) session conducted by the Chinese. Traditional vwriting
implements were not only cumbersome but ‘old’ as well. The
‘modern’ pen and book would make His Excellency appear more
progressive, and the Chinese would be pleased.

The ecclesiastical and government officials, the aristocrats and
the affluent took their pens and books to the Dolma Palace as if
to schoal, without the slightest suspicion of what the Chinese
really meant by lobjong. Later in the morning, when we were
hclping Mother to lay out her goods in the market, we saw the
grave students, accompanied by their personal servants, walking
with dignity towards the Dolma Palace. We all got up and
bowed our heads — for the last time,

A fortnight after the beginning of ‘political education’ it
became clear that lobjong meant imprisonment. The nobility had
failed to understand the language of Communism even after eight
years of constant contact with it. Two lay second-rank officials,
Dragpa Tsedor and Jango, who had been spending their holidays
near the Indian border, returned to Sakya to attend Iobjong. Just
before the Chinese arrived, Dragpa had gone to see his relatives
in a village only a day’s journey from the Indian border. At the
Chinese request the Sakya governor wrote to him and Jango,
ordering them to return to Sakya immediately for political
education. Jango was on holiday at his estate two days’ journey
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from Sakya. One afterncon we saw them returning on horﬁeback,
sumptuously dressed and accompanied by their usual retinue of
servants. They were immediately arrested. Had they known the
actual situation, they could easily have crossed the border in
broad daylight. '

For the first two weeks the political prisoners did not feel
alarmed. They were left to themselves in the Dolma Palace,
though sentries were already posted. During this period their
families, their relatives and their friends called to see them at the
‘school’, bringing plenty of delicious food. The Tibetan aristo~
crats used to eat the best food and wear their best costumes when

- they met together, in a contest of riches. It was an expensive
custom for the commoners, who had to give food and drink to
their superior friends on such occasions, I went to see my old
teacher, Kunga Topla, who had been arrested with the others,
taking with me a small tin of sweets round the gate, where two
soldiers checked the presents. Someone who later escaped from
the prison told me that they enjoyed two weeks of feasting — the
last feast of their pampered lives. It was an ironic situation: here
were ‘criminals’ allowed to commit more of the sins against
society for which they had been imprisoned.

Aftter the second week visitors were strictly prohibited. Before
long we heard that the ‘reactionary upper clique’ was under
trial. Most of us were helplessly sympathetic with the prisoners,
the people’s ‘exploiters’. The abiding cormmon link between
them and us was that we were all Tibetans, living in the Land of
Snow, eating tsampa, wearing the chuba, and praying ‘Om Mani
Pﬂ?’me Hum.” The difference between the Chinese, who im-
prisoned our own Tibetans, and us was as great as between sheep
and wolves, Mother would say: ‘The Chinese Reds first cour-
teously came and then shamelessly robbed us of our country.
ItIow(t}.ley have the audacity to imprison our own men in our own
land,, like a-street dog occupying your yard and then barking at
you,” Others would say: ‘Our eyes and ears are imprisoned. We
are like a dog with broken limbs.’

N ?ov;ever, some of'the tralpas thought that the wheel of Karma
aa at last furned against the sinful aristocrats, and that imprison-

R
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ment served them right, Their attitude was: “They have sucked
so much juice from us that now they can't digest it, The evil they
have done to others has bounced back at them.’ Those who had
personal grudges against the aristocrats were pleased. But without
exception everybody resented the fact that the lamas had been
imprisoned.

Once the Chinese had closed the prison doors to the outside
world, we had no clear idea of what went on inside. We were all
upset and waited anxiously for the prisoners’ release, It was not,
however, until we reached India and met some of those who had
escaped that we came to know the wretchedness and torment of
prison life, About ten prisoners managed to escape after a
minimum of two or three years’ hard labour, and four made a
hair-raising escape from prison itself.

I got most of my information from Tashi, one of the four who
escaped directly from prison. Far from being an aristocrat, he was
a bootmaker, living in a village about four miles from Sakya, and
had been to India a few times on foot. He was informed on and
imprisoned for spreading reactionary rumours that India was a
free and happy land, and for planning to escape, which he finally
succeeded in doing,

Tashi told me one of the most thrilling escape stories I have
ever heard, Being young and ‘progressive’, he and three other
prisoners were given the privilege of fetching water from the
distant River Daachu. They were always escorted by an armed
Chinese guard. Each of them must have thought of escaping, but
none thought he could trust the others. However, one day the
bravest of them took the biggest risk of his life: he suggested that
the four should escape. They worked out a rough plan, and the
same night they swore that if any of them violated their pact in
any way, he would be killed by the other three.

One afternoon the four volunteered to go for water. When
they reached the river, one of them yelled with pretended
excitement; ‘There’s a huge fish under this boulder! Come and
have a Jook!” The Chinese guard also rushed inquisitively to the
scene. Suddenly the tallest prisoner caught him round the neck;
the others hurriedly disarmed him, bound him with their belts,



sprmted towards’ Mo
foot.of - the mountainin’
where and-heard- gunﬁre from ; y
commotion: That ‘might they hid - Jike - deer athong- the: T
After a long, exhausting journey, they arrived half-starved at.the
Indian border, Tashi was extremely proud of theirheroic deed
‘and 'of the automatic rifle they-had taken from' the guard They
wvere thie only Sakyans who actually fought with the Chingse.- "
" Tashi, gave me. detailed inforndation. about .conditions /in-the
Dolma Palace. On the first day of their political education; the
‘students’ were told to do nothing but think, Before: they- could
ask. what they were supposed to think about the- mterpreter
added: ‘Just think deeply and widely on what you have done;
please. Next week we would like to know your: thotghts.” The
following week a mass meeting of all the prisoners was heldin the
inner court of the palace. An angry, 'scornful Army- c}nef intro-
duced as Chui Tang, spoke non-stop to this effect: ‘We, sthe
Chinese Communist Party, are both the: earth-arid the: sky
Everything and everyone is between the two. Now you.are undet
our thumb. Just as you cannot escape from death, so you cannot
escape from this prison. For generations you have sat on throges
and given orders; for centuries you have ridden-on other people s
backs. Up to the present-day you have done nothing but suck-the
Tibetan people’s blood. The tide of history has washed all: tbls
away. Now you will ‘change places with your serfs and slaves and
pay for what you have done to them: The rod with’ w}uch you!
whipped the people will'be used against you': this is the-vetribu>
tive- justice: of our Party. The Chinese Communist Party: has
snatched the power from thé ruling: clique and has transferred it
to the: people of Tibet. So.your sun has- set “for- ever, and. t.he
penple s haswrisen and will shine for-ever:.* = | .
‘Durmg the past ninte yeats you have spared no effort to delay,
péstpone-and-if possible-nullify our ‘democtatic' feforins.. You'
have betiayed - the. Motherland;* Tibet -and the Tibetan people,'
:mr] ‘have: orgamzec'{an abortive, | secessionist, rebellious movemerit:
: “tmperialist collaboratmn Fo tunately, the heroxc soldxers )
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of the People’s Liberation Army and the patriotic Tibetan masses
have completely crushed the reactionaries. I know that most of
you have actively participated in the rebellion. You have sent the
Sakya Lama to India and helped the Khampa bandits with food
supplies. Qur party policy is that self-confession gains leniency,
50 the more you confess the sooner you will be free. You are
under trial by the People’s Court, and the people are your
witnesses.

‘Now I want every one of you to write down the crimes you
have committed from the earliest days you can recall, especially
details of your connection with the rebels.”

The ‘students’ were stunned and mortified. They looked at one
another with vacant, lost eyes, completely taken aback. The
learned tutor of the Sakya Lama, hearing all this, went out of his
mind. He jumped up, yelling and shouting, and began to dance
his Jama dances. Two guards kicked him, dragged him away, and
threw him into a cell, where he continued to make noises like an
animal Jate into the night. The Chinese thought he was still
defying them, so he was taken to Simchung House, A pro-
Communist Tibetan, who was cooking for the Chinesc there,
saw the poor man hung upside down for the whole night. When
he was taken down the next morning, he fell dead on the ground.

In the so-called People’s Court the act of rebellion was the
most serious of all crimes, since the rebels and their associates
were downright traitors to the Motherland. In Sakya, no one was
directly involved with the nationalist movement, However, there
were people connected with the Sakya Lama’s escape, with
Ponta Tsang, a Khampa leader who vwas a special political officer
from Lhasa in Sakya, and with Khampa guerillas who passed
through Sakya en route to India. All these were scrutinized most
thoroughly. You might not have been a high-ranking official in the
old hierarchy, but if you were connected with the ‘traitors in any
way, no matter how unintentionally, you were a first-degree
criminal under the people’s law’. As such you would receive
first-class punishment at the hands of the Chinese Communists.
The usual crimes, such as cxploitation and oppression of the
masses, faded into insignificance.
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in private worship, secretly turning his rosary in his pocket while
working. I reported this to the chief comrade, who told me that
I was showing signs of progress and would soon be out of prison.

‘Another day a clean-looking Tibetan with a Chinese hair-cut
was thrown into our prison. He said he was formerly an inter-
preter but had been purged for harbouring bourgeois habits, He
hinted a number of times that he was fed up with the Chinese,
and appeared to be quite frank. We were all suspicious of one
another, though not especially of him. He was a very helpful
commentator on the Tibet Darly News, which we had to study for
two hours after work every night, He voluntarily tock the Jead
and exphined the issues most eloquently. His quick release was
a tremendous loss to our study circle.

‘But the very mext day Jamyang, ome of our group, was
summoned by Chui Tang and accused of having complained that
the Tibet Darly News did not contain news but was 2 monotonous
report of progress made by the Chinese in Tibet. This bascless
complaint, said Chui Tang, indicated that Jamyang was still
longing for the dark ages of serfdom. Chui Tang sarcastically told
him that he could now wait for the return of the old order “‘until
the black crows get grey hair’’. Jamyang was immediately put
into a single cell. So it was evident that the former interpreter
was really a spy.’

My friend told me that another favourite method of extorting
confessions was by interrogating every criminal prisoncr individu-
ally for hours. During the interrogation the Chinese frightened
the prisoner out of his wits by such statements as: ‘Your friends
and relatives have confessed that you sent the Sakya Lama to
India. Now where and how did you do so? How can you hide
your crimes?’ The terrified prisoner naturally thought that this
must be true, and ‘confessed’ everything. Apart from such
interrogations, the prisoners had to study Maoism, and participate
in political struggles, confessions and accusations among them-
selves. In other words, they were forced to do whatever we in
the world outside were encouraged to do.

The process of charge and countercharge was known as tham-
zing, a Chinese coinage which means in Tibetan ‘attack and
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struggle’. The accused person was brought before a mass meeting
in which the aceusers stood up and made their charges. This was
considered the most effective way of enlightening the masses, and
it also, in the Communist language, ‘raises up the people’s heads
and makes the oppressors bow down.” Thamzing was vigorousty
applied inside the prison. The usual accusations were that the
‘criminal® had not confessed his black deeds, or that he was still
harbouring the old aristocratic thoughts, When Abbot Jampel
Sangpo ‘was undergoing thamzing, one of the lamas, Kyukpa
Jinpa, was so petrified that he committed suicide. He jumped
into a deep toilet, where he had hidden a knife in the excreta,
made three cuts on his forehead and two on his neck, and finally
stabbed himself to the heart. When he was found to be missing
there was a great commotion in Sakya, Chinese guards, with
loaded guns at the ready, ran in every direction, and saffron-
robed progressives poured out of the Great Monastery in search
of Jinpa. (By then the prisoners had been transferred from the
Dolma Palace to the Monastery.)

The people in Sakya took this shocking news to heart. The
lamas formed one of the constituents of the Buddhist Trinity,
and when they were persecuted the masses mourned silently.
The Chinese could not convince them that the monks were social
parasites and exploiters of the people. When they refused to
accept this, the Chinese had no alternative but to condemn
anyone clinging to the ‘old superstitious beliefs’. Well before
Communist influence reached Tibet, the ordinary Tibetan
regarded the aristocrats as social parasites; he knew that the
wealth of the nobility was the fruit of his sweat and toil. But he
did not begrudge the monks what they took from him, because
the):i spent their lives praying in the monasteries for the general
good,

‘We heard from time to time that the prisoners were on
starvation diet, a rumour confirmed when my sisters saw them
eating half-ripe corn while weeding. When Mother heard this she
cried. I later heard about the deplorable food conditions from
ex-prisoners now in India., They told me: ‘In the beginning we
were given a ssnaﬂ mug of the worst tsampa per day, such as we

3
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would have given to the donkeys in the old days, with the words:
**You have been giving this kind of tsampa to your serfs and
slaves for countless generations. Now you eat it.”’ In fact, we
never gave this type of tsampa to our servants, though there was
a distinction between their food and ours, Later on, when we
were rationed to 2 handful of soaked beans, that mug of poor
tsampa was something to be longed for. I ate fifteen beans in the
morning with two mugs of water, another fifteen for lunch, and
ten for dinner. Some of us ate the soles of our shoes, [ longed for
the mere sight of a drop of tsampa. We wanted to die, but the
Chinese would not let us. They had to torture us physically and
mentally.’

With this totally inadequate amount of food the prisoners were
made to work twelve hours a day. The monks were employed on
the most degrading jobs. The people of Sakya had to endure the
sight of their revered lamas, among them the Abbot Jampel
Sangpo, carrying human excrement to a newly made vegetable
garden, where they were made to mix water with their load and
sprinkle it all over the garden. It seemed as if the earth had
changed places with the sky, and the Tibetans took it as a
deliberate desecration of their faith. When we saw the aristocrats
before whom we were accustomed to bow, and the high lamas
whom we venerated like gods, busy reaping in the fields, we
wondered if we were going mad.

I have since learned that even worse things took place when
the prisoners were deported to Shigatse and Lhasa, They were
used Iike animals, and even the octogenarians were made to work.
Most of them were used on road work and on reclaiming swaste
land for cultivation. Each was set a daily task of digging sixteen
square feet. If he exceeded this amount, he would be called 2
progressive, and the duration of imprisonment would be cur-
tailed. If, on the other hand, he could not finish it, he would
suffer punishments like standing outside for three hours in the
cold night. Since the Chinesc were vigilantly on guard, no one
could rest even for a few minutes.

When the time came for the prisoners’ deportation, the
faithful Buddhists came to get a Jast blessing as their venerable
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lamas were dumped into trucks. Many Sakyans were in tears. It
was even more moving to see the aristocrats and their wives,
children and parents gazing at one another from a distance. Even
if they had been permitted to spezk to one another, I doubt
whether any of them could have uttered a word, so strong was
their grief. Our old rulers had lost all their dignity and vitality.
Their heads were bowed down as if their necks were broken.
Now that they were departing from the land where they had been
born and held sway, leaving behind all their loved ones without
a word of farewell, they appeared paler and sadder than ever
before. In the old days, a three-day journey by foot from Sakya
to Shigatse was marked with ritual ceremonies and precautions.
Meny Westerners think that Tibetans loved a wandering life and
disliked a settled one, but this was only true of the nomads; the
rest of them led a settled life and were not fond of travelling.
Furthermore, parents, children and grandchildren spent their
lives together in a close-knit family circle, and other relatives
kept very close. Thus deportation was a second death,

After the lamas and officials had been imprisoned for two
weeks, the Chinese in Sakya confiscated all our guns and swords.
They did not seize the weapons blatantly, but put outan announce-
ment to the effect that: “The People’s Liberation Army advise the
people to deposit weapons of any kind with the Han (Chinese)
‘Working Personnel. This precaution is necessary in view of the
fact that the weapons may fall into the hands of the enemies of the
people, which would be doubly dangerous. When the reaction-
aries ave crushed, owners can reclaim their weapons. Meanyhile,
please deposit everything — even a small dagger — in our safe
keeping,’

Wealthy households, especially those of the merchents,
possessed pistols and rifles, and every family had a sword and
several daggers. Tibetans used to wear a small dagger at the waist,
but the Chinese confiscated even these. We willingly relinquished
the Jong sword that our late father had carried on his travels.
Those who made the witty excuse that they needed their swords
to cut off the heads of the people’s enemies were told to relax:
the invincible People’s Liberation Army would do it for them.
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Others said pathetically: “The Reds need not get scared of us,
They have big guns and have imprisoned our brains. We are
already dogs with broken limbs.”

After the confiscation of sveapons, we heard the disturbing
news that the Sakya Zodpa would be the first person to suffer
thamzing. Rehearsals were already being held at the Great
Monastery, with saffron-robed young progressives taking the
leading roles. When the date for the trial of the Zodpa was
jubilantly announced, the people of Sakya decided to plead with
the Chinese for their beloved leader. The organizers were four
responsible citizens; one of them, Dawa Thondup, came to us to
deliver the message. He said: ‘It is believed that the Chinese
respect the masses, so we should all go and plead for the Zodpa.
As everyone knows, the Sakya Zodpa is the most merciful ruler
that we have had in recent times, and it is our duty to save him
from public flogging and humiliation. In this way we would be
showing our gratitude and repaying him some of the debt that we
owe him as our leader.’ This statement was quite true: the
Zodpa was the most respected and loved authority in Sakya,
admired for his strong sense of justice and care for the tralpas.
When the Sakya Lama asked him to escape, the Zodpa declined
the invitation with the words: ‘I cannot run away and Jeave this
monastery and its subjects.’

On the moming of the thamzing men and women poured into
the Great Monastery from far and near, each bringing a Ehadar,
as they had becn asked to do. That morning they were going to
plead for their beloved Zodpa, because when he was in power he
had accepted pleas from his subjects with understanding and
mercy. Shugno was the traditional way of pleading, When a
subject was punished heavily, his influential relatives and friends
could plead on his behalf before the supreme political ruler for
mercy; their plea was preceded by the offer of 2 khadar, Often the
Zodpa would show mercy; but the Chinese would not listen to
the pleadings of the masses. The old rulers were humane and far
more merciful than the Chinese, for they were bound only by
religious principles. Admittedly they were free to accept bribes
and sometimes to show partiality too. But the inhuman, mechan-
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ical application of Communist ethics was infinitely worse then the
Tibetan shortcomings. The Chinese were bound by official Party
policy, and no authority in Sakya had the power to deviate by a
hair’s breadth from the Party line. Their duty was to carry out
the officially approved programmes systematically and con-
scientiously. They could do no more than passively sympathize
with Tibetan aspirations, and obviously meny of them did
50.

Abu and I were the representatives from our home. We joined
the crowd at the Great Monastery, and then moved towards the
Chinese headquarters: but before we could show our khadars as
a token of respect, armed guards began to surround us. We were
all in a panie, but Abu and I managed to escape, and threw away
our khadars in the monastery latrine, as the Chinese were
arresting anyone with a khadar. The thriftily-minded hid theirs in
their trousers. Most of the crowd fled, and those arrested were
soon released. However, the four organizers, though poor, were
treated as criminal traitors. They were publicly flogged by the
progressives, at the instigation of the Chinese, and were later
deported for hard Jabour to an unknown destination. Although
our effort was in vain, it proved that the people, though un-
educated, had not lost their sense of justice.

After Kyukpa Jinpa’s suicide all penknives were confiscated
from the prisoners. However, Jango — the official who had un-
wittingly returned to Sakya for imprisonment when he could have
escaped to India — managed to hang himself by fastening his belt
to the ceiling of his cell. It was surely due to his Karma, the people
concluded. He was held responsible, justly or unjustly, for
sending the Sakya Lama to India, and his suicide was taken as an
admission of guilt. He left a note which read: ‘I confess that I
alone am responsible for sending the Sakya Lama to India. Please
do not inflict too much suffering on my daughter Choden.” The
Sakyans sympathized with him all the more for this heroic note.
Afterwards all belts were confiscated, which meant that the
prisoners were often embarrassed by having nothing to hold their
robes together.

Finally the Sakya Zodpa managed to take his own life. He tore
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his monk’s robes into strips and made a rope to hang himself
with,

‘When we heard of the two suicides one after the other, we
breathed sighs of relief and pity. It was ten times better to die
than to suffer mentally and physically for the rest of your life. The
agonies of suicide were mercifully short, whereas the Chinese
would have inflicted far worse suffering by day and night until
their natural deaths. Mother thanked God and uttered in the
name of the dead: ‘Om Mani Padme Hum. May they never be born
again under the Chinese Reds!’



CHAPTER 11

The Education of the Masses

I have already mentioned Norzin-la, one of our Tibetan ‘moni-
tors’, who, together with Chinese teachers, were responsible for
‘education of the masses’ ~ in other words, brainwashing.
Norzin-la was a popular girl interpreter, a graduate of the Peking
Institute of National Minorities. She wore her long black hair in
the revolutionary style, with two plaits behind and a short fringe
over her forehead, and she used to wear the ugly blue Chinese
upiform. She had the sharp, clear-cut features and oval charming
face of a typical Tibetan beauty. Despite the years of training at
the Institute, she still retained some of her native charm and love
of laughter, She went everywhere with her Chinese boss, who
was an orthodox disciple of Chairman Mao and could never make
any statement without turning to the Chairman for moral support.

Among the native progressives the most outstanding figure was
Namgyal-la, a middle-aged hump-backed man with a glib tongue.
He was not a native of Sakya. Having committed a murder in
Lhatse, he ran away and settled in Sakya a few years before the
fall of Tibet. In Sakya he took a number of odd jobs, including
some in the monastery. After the monks and nobility were im-~
prisoned, he was the chief collaborator with the Chinese. It was
widely and credibly rumoured that every night he was seen
going to the Chinese headquarters at Simchung House. He was
the most ‘revolutionary activist’ in the whole of Sekya, ‘leaping
forward” well ahead of the masses, When the new administrative
machinery was set up, he was appointed Chairman of the Sakya
Chou (district), And the vagabond Namgyal became Namgyal-la,
with an honorific suffix added to his name.

The Great Sakya Monastery, previously a supreme place of
worship and pilgrimage, was now used for the sacrilegious pur-
pose of indoctrination, which denounced the very sanctity of
-Dharma. After the reactionary nobility and ecclesiastics were

v
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safely imprisoned, we were summoned to a mass meeting, “The
wolves must be separated from the sheep’ was the slogan,
Norzin-la told us: *You must know who are our enemies and who
are our friends. Our enemies are the ecclesiastics, the officials
and the feudal Jords. Our friends are the proletariat. Unless we
isolate our enemies from the masses, they will try to oppose our
democratic reforms. If you leave the wolves with the sheep they
will continue to eat the sheep. Therefore the wolves must be
separated from the sheep.” This business of new enemies and
new friends was beyond our comprehension at first. All we
understood was the order that we were to snap our traditional
connections with our superiors.

Furthermore, we strongly resented the order. Unlike many
other countries, the social connection between the rulers and the
ruled was close in Tibet. Once such a relationship was established,
it invariably matured into friendship. Though the two parties
were not on equal footing, nevertheless there was no superiority
or inferiority complex. We enjoyed family friendships with half
a dozen aristocrats and still more high lamas, The butchers,
supposedly the lowest class, had friends from the upper strata, As
I have said, when the old rulers were imprisoned we visited
them with presents; thus it was almost impossible for us to cut
our connections completely, all of a sudden. Despite the strict
restrictions, our family, like many others, continued to have
clandestine relations with the ‘new enemies’. When the Dragpa
family was virtually starving, Mother twice gave them tsampa.
Nyma Tsering, an old servant of the Jango family, was a second-
ranking official in the new hierarchy; nevertheless, he continued
to help the family in Tibet, and when he finally escaped to India
he brought many of his master’s valuables and gave them to
members of the family there.

As time went by the restrictions were enforced with in-
creasing severity. A popular nickname for the Chinese policy was
the ‘wet hide helmet’; as it dried out, the hide helmet became
tighter and tighter until it crushed your skull. The innocent
families of political prisoners were ostracized by the rest of the
Sakyans. If we met any of them face to face we had to practise
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the new proletarian snobbery and turn away our heads.

‘When the wolves were thus isolated from the sheep we began
our next lesson, which was to be the core of our ‘education’.
The Chinese working personnel and the native progressives had
been widely heralding the forthcoming event. In July 1953 2
mammoth mass meeting was held in the Great Monastery, pre-
sided over by Teng Hanchei, the Party’s man in Sakya. His
interpreter was the beautiful Norzin-la. We all sat on the flag-
stones of the courtyard, while our new rulers sat on comfortable
chairs under the shady painted canopy of the monastery’s inner
gateway. Namgyal sat among them, forcing his small head upright
against the humpback that was ‘a result of the evil system’, and
crossing his short legs in jmitation of our aristocrats. People in
the crowd muttered under their breath: “What's that vagabond
doing on a throne? Society has now really turned upside down.
The unworthy has become the worthy,”

Tang Hanchei got up and Namgyal applauded vigorously,
gesturing to the crowd to follow his example. When the echoes
of the protracted applanse had died away, Comrade Tang began
to speak.

‘Within a short period you people of Sukya have achieved a
great deal. You have been introduced to your enemies and your
friends and can now basically recognize them. This is the first key
step to any people’s revolution. We have now isolated the
people’s enemies. However, this does not mean that you can
now relax, thinking that all around you are friends. You must be
constantly on guard against enemies and never be deceived by
them. We will always drive them from the ranks of the people
whenever we find them. Only then can we carry out the long-
awaited democratic reforms in Tibet. Our present revolutionary
task is Three Strikes and Two Reductions.’

The audience looked dumbfounded ; what he said sounded like
Sanskrit mantras,

Comrade Tang continued: ‘“Who are the three we should
strike? We must exterminate the rebellion ; we must exterminate
the feudal government; and we must exterminate landlordism.
With whom should we compromise? With those rulers and rich
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farmers who did not take part in the rebellion. Their rents and
interest will be reduced by 809/,. These are the Two Reductions.
We, the Han working personnel, have seen the revolutionary
force and fervour of the Sakya people and have no doubt that you
will thoroughly implement the political campaign of the Three
Strikes and Two Reductions, as resolved by the People’s National
Congress and the Preparatory Committee for the Autonomous
Region of Tibet.’

Namgyal again applanded vigorously, and we followed him.

In the revolutionary (the equivalent of holy) language of the
Hans the campaign was called ‘San fan, shuang jian.” With the
pride and pleasure of a lama airing his Sanskrit, Norzin-la
occasionally uttered the words *San fan, shuang jian® in her un-
Chinese accent before the uneducated masses.

We spent the summer of 1959 first studying the theory of the
political campaign and then putting it into practice, The masses
were divided into discussion groups of ten families, Since those
with education had been imprisoned, scribblers of my category
were in high demand. Each group had to have a secretary and a
potential progressive. As we studied the Three Strikes and Two
Reductions, Norzin-la and her Han boss went around inspecting
each group; after a few days we were surprised to find Namgyal
busily engaged in a similar inspection, On the first day Norzin-la
sat in the centre of each study circle and explained the Three
Strikes and Two Reductions, with special reference to Sakya.
She would ask a question and answer it herself without letting us
try — a sign of an imperfect dialectical approach.

‘Who adopted the resolution of the Three Strikes and Two
Reductions? asked Norzin-la rhetorically. After a short pause she
continued in her clear musical Lhasa dialect: “The Preparatory
Committee for the Autonomous Region of Tibet passed that
resolution on 17 July 1059, What are the Three Strikes and Two
Reductions? The Three Strikes are anti-rebellion, anti-feudal
structure and anti-glavery. The Two Reductions are of the rents
and interest of those old rulers who have not taken part in the
rebellion. Why should we Yaunch this political campaign? Unless
we carry out this campaign, we cannot achieve long-cherished
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tiarch oni the Feyolutionsry road’
d cialist isth. - How can we reform when -
. aré reactionary vebels, when. the feudal serf system.is not
-sbolished, and :when- the peopleido sict have: pefsonal frseddm?
Unlesi and 1intil we have exterminated these three basic evils, we
_catimot succeed in our democratic reforms. Why should we make .
special concessions to the exploiters? The people might feel. that
exploiters deserve no concessions; but we have to make 2 clear
distinction between patriots and rebels. The land owned. by
patrjotic estate-holders and’ thejr agents who have not betrayed
-the Mothierland; the rents and the interest are.to be reduced, so
Jthat 20%, goes to the landowners, and the remaining 809, to the
tillers of the soil. 1 hope everything is clear.to you. Let me see
how 'much you have understood. You can explain the Three
Strikes and Two Reductions in relation to your own Sakya.”

Norzin-la- seemed exhausted by her repetitive discourse and.
relaxed in the centre of our study circle, staring at each one of us
in turn, As we were unused to public speaking and were ‘also
afraid of making mistakes which might bring untold consequences,
we sat dumb, looking at one another, digging one another with
our’ elbows and muttering: “Why don’t you say something?’ .

- At last Norzin-la became angry and demanded: ‘Why can’t
you speak out? Are you afraid?’ '

Finally 2 promising progressive, a woman called Tsering, made
a nervous speech in reply. ‘Thanks to the Chinese Communist -
Party and jts Chairman Mao, our days of fear are gone for ever.
Now I can speak out my thoughts because I have been granted
freedom of speech which our fathers and forefathers never heard
of. I feel the present political campaign is vital to our long-
awaited . reforms.. The first strike is against the reactionary
traitorous rebels; we must kill all the rebels in Sakya. The rebels -
includeall those government officials, monks and estate-holders
ho hqyg sent the Sakya Lama.to India and who have helped the
atnpd.rebels. The second. strike,is against the forced labour’
posed by the’old,reactionary government. The third strike is

: véry system. By this strike we can liberate all the
bili‘fy':" A Lo . .

M
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Tsering astonished us all by her eloquent grasp of the subject,
though later we learned that she had received special tuition
from the Hans. Norzin-la praised her for her appreciation of the
political campaign; however, she corrected a misunderstanding

by explaining that the implementation of the Three Strikes did
not mean the physical extermination of the persons concerned.
‘Killing would not solve the problem. We would rather reform
the rebels through hard labour; we can use them on some con-
struction project which will benefit the people. Killing the
reactionary clique would not necessarily kill the cvil system.’
This correction seemed too subtle for our uncultivated minds to
understand, but we all nodded in agrecment.
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Everyone in Sakya was forced to learn the political campaign
by heart, and everyong at last knew it as thoroughly as ‘Om Mani,
Padme Hum’. To the middle-aged and the old, the indoctrination
was incomprehensible, and the thought-coutent was totally alien,
One of the Chinese asked an old lady, Moh Tsering Bhuti, who
were the three principal serf-owners. She replied: “The Party,’
She had never heard of terms like ‘serf-owners’. Han explained
patronizingly: ‘Honourable mother, the three principal ex-
ploiters of Tibetan society are the lowal government, the
monasteries and the estate-holders.” Reah’zing the enormity of her
mistake, she apologized profusely and assured the comrade that
it was not intentional. On another occasion, when another grand-
mother was asked: ‘Against whom should we launch the Three
Strikes?’ she replied unwittingly: “The Parey I”

Naturally, the young did not make any glaring mistakes, We
were asked more critical questions, probing deeply into our
indoctrination, such as: ‘Do you think that the Three Strikes and
Two Reductions are necessary? Once we had learned the knack
of answering — which was basically praise for the new system and
abuse for the old ~ it was easy.

‘When we bad satisfactorily passed the oral test, we were told
to practise what we had learnt. The operation of this political
campaign was most important, said the Chinese, and they added:
‘If you don’t kill the wolf, how can you have its valuable skin?
If you don’t exterminate the serf-owners and their agents, how
can you have their property and land? Hence, thamzing is
essential.’

The preparation for the political struggle was morally painful.
Every single person was thoroughly interrogated and scrutinized.
We had to dig out all past sufferings under the old rulers, no
matter how small. The secretary noted down all the charges and
grievances. From this data the Chinese worked out who had
most oppressed the people. The most ‘oppressive oppressor’
among them would be the first to face the People’s Court.

As a group secretary, 1 observed that ex-criminals and, their
velatives took the campaign very seriously indeed, as was quite
understandable. In our group, T: sering was the most revolutionary
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activist. Her husband had murdered a man called Thakla jn
Sakya, and the government justifiably punished him severely by
confiscating all his property and banishing him, Tsering was
illiterate, and could not understand why she and her husband had
suffered under the ‘dark, cruel and barbarous feudal system’. All
the same, she was a skilful debater, and could twist any point to
make it suit her argument.

She made charges to this effect. ‘I do not deny that my husband
killed Thakla’ — the murder was committed in broad daylight
when the harvesters were all around — ‘but you must understand
the circumstances. Thakla’s cows were found eating our scanty
crops in the fields during harvest. If they had eaten all our crops,
we were sure to starve to death. Is that not right, Comrades?
My husband was so worried that on the spur of the moment, ina
fit of anger and griel, he killed the owner of the cows. Under the
old evil system we could not eat the fruit of onr labours, and so
we could hardly manage to live on what we grew. If cows feasted
on our crops, what were we to live on? I bribed the law officials
with all my valuables, but they did not help my husband. He was
given more than two hundred lashes on his bare bottom, After
they had nearly killed him they confiscated all our property and
banished him in disgrace and humiliation, Was that not an
evil and barbarous system, Comrades?’

‘Whenever she shouted such rhetorical questions, we were
supposed to second her by shouting ‘Re’ (yes), and shaking our
fists. Though uneducated, the people displayed 2 surprising sense
of justice ; when Tsering tearfully complamed of injustice, many
of them laughed aloud. One frank woman, Chungla, went so far
as to tell her: ‘After your husband took another man’s life, can
you blame the authorities for punishing him?’ But Chungla was
reprimanded for her bourgeois tendencies.

Those who had old personal grudges, like Tsering, unhesitat-
ingly told of their sufferings, though most of the accusers had a
hard time substantiating their charges. Many people in our
group made the lame excuse that they could not remember any
particular offliction, because they experienced ‘sufferings as
countless as the hairs on our head, or waves 1 the ocean,’ a
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phrase coined by Namgyal, which became a cliché during the
political struggle, But each individual had to record his suffer-
ings, and it was the duty of the secretary to note each family’s
experiences in detail.

Tsering one day reminded Mother of our ‘numerous sufferings
under the despotic aristocrats’, referring to our old legal cases.
She added: ‘Aki-la, if you can tolerate those sufferings inflicted
by the despots, we as fellow-proletariats cannot bear them. We
must retaliate. It’s a golden opportunity, and you must narrate
them.” In short, any dealings with the political prisoners, whether
friendly ar hostile, had to be proclaimed in public, it was im-
possible to hide anything, because in a small place like Sakya
everybody was a witness to everybody else’s affairs, The pro-
gressives would accuse you of hiding your sufferings and showing
unnecessary mercy to the oppressors.

It was often debated in our group whether it was just to blame
the old authorities, because they were fundamentally governed
by an archaic barbarous system. (To the Han working personnel
our old system was synonymous with ‘barbarous’, indicating the
old imperialistic prejudice of the Chinese.) Some of our intelli-
gent men, especially the ex-monks, said that we should condemn
those who had deviated from the old norms, but this was dis-
missed as a ‘benevolent rightist view’, “We are against everything
that is part of the old system, and against everyone who stands
for it’ was Namgyal's attitude, Many admitted that the former
rulers had bad habijts. In fact, if we paid our taxes, no one
punished us arbitrarily. The rulers neither helped nor harmed us;
they simply left us alone.

When the ‘books of sufferings’ were submitted to the Chinese,
they declared that Dragpa was the ‘most oppressive oppressor’
and must be the first man tried by the masses. Dragpa was a
surprising choice, First, his family had only recently joined the
ranks of the aristocracy, and his father was known for his bene-
valence in Sakya. His son, Tengo, was the only Sakyan educated
in Lhasa, a fashionable, intelligent young man, who had been
carried away by Chinese propaganda during the ‘peaceful libera-
tion’ period, and actively co-operated with the Chinese working
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personnel. I do not think he had any bad intentions; he was
simply deceived. But the people and the monks of Sakya felt that
he was selling the Holy City to the Chinese. As such, he became
very unpopular and was abusively called ‘the enemy of the faith’,
The people of Sakya felt that Tengo’s active co-operation with the
Chinese during the early 1950s had had far-reaching consequences,
and thought that it was he who had brought the Chinese to
Sakya. So they wanted their revenge. Later on, the Chinese
realized this and refused to give the mob permission to strike
against Tengo.

By accusing Tengo’s father, Dragpa, the people were getting
their own back on the man who had unwittingly helped the
Chinese in 1955 to open their school and organize Communist
yuurh movements. When it was announced that Dragpa was to be
tried and voluntary accusers were called for, the progressives
were not considered enough for a grand thamzing. Norzin.la
picked out the two best speakers from our group and compelled
them to accuse Dragpa in public; they were Tsering, and another
woman who said she had been raped by Dragpa. The preparations
for the thamzing were like the rehearsal for a play. Norzin-la was
the director. She taught us how to accuse the exploiter properly,
and how to shout slogans and shake our fists in the air.

As well as shouting slogans, we had to sing a revolutionary song
which ran as follows:

Socialism js good, socialism is good, socialism
is good for the people.
Foreign imperialists ran away with therr tails
trailing on the ground.
We must_follow the Chinese Communist Party, and
reconstruct the mighty Motherland.
If anyone was found not singing or shouting at the proper time,
he would be questioned immediately: ‘Why are you not singing?
Are you not happy when the people are?” As we queued up in
two long lines on the open ground in front of the monastery we
sang this song several times and shouted slogans. This was done
to arouse our animal instincts, so that we might appear ‘as
aggressive as tigers before the helpless wolves’. The main slogan
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neck, and each free end was spirally wound round each arm
down to the wrist. Then the arms were tightly tied together at
the back, so that the neck was pulled back and the arms were
forced outwards with excruciating pain, Victims who managed
to escape have told me how agonizing this form of torture was.
Compared with this, our old way of simply tying a criminal’s
hands behind his back was merely a token punishment. Later on
the Chinese exhibited the old cumbersome handcuffs as ‘torturing
jmplements’. The Chinese method was infinitely worse, for the
more a prisoner moved the tighter the rope became,

Tied in this most painful fashion, Dragpa was made to bend
down as low as his knees, facing the people. One of the pro-
gressives shouted: “We, the people of Tibet wish to exterminate
the reactionary upper strata,’ and the people repeated it thunder-
ously after him, raising their right arms and fists in the air. (This
gesture was symbolic of the revolutionary force of mass unity.)

Then Namgyal got up dramatically and began his accusations.
‘Dragpa, listen now! Can you recognize me? I am liberated
Namgyal, who was once a serf. Under the leadership of the
Chinese Communist Party and our Chairman Mao, I am today
getting this glorious opportunity. Before  make my accusations
I want to show you the invincible united strength of the liberated
masses. Look! See!” He caught the wretched man by his hair and
showed his agonized face to the public, but they hid their faces.
‘On behalf of the Sakyans and myself, I accuse you of carrying
out reactionary rebellious activities. When the reactionary rebel,
Ponta, came to Sakya, you not only associated yourself with the
rebel but you actually supplied his bandits with weapons.’
Suddenly he asked the audience: ‘Is it true or not?’ ‘Rel” we
all shouted.

Pointing an accusing finger at Dragpa, Namgyal made the
standard formal accusation: *Wolfish man, I have charges against
you as countless as the hairs on my head and as the waves in the
ocean, but I can’t deprive the masses of their opportunity to
bring their charges against you, Therefore, here I end, much
against my will." And the next person followed,

Such charges would be dismissed as false and beseless by any
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recognized court; but in the People’s Court the accusers were
also judge and jury, and conviction was automatic. Since the
primary aim was to imbue the people with proletarian conscious-
ness and disgust for the feudal past, and also to *de-class’ the ex-
rulers, it was not thought relevant to check the accuracy of the
charges. When there was a shortage of accusers, the working
personnel welcomed anyone with any false or fabricated charges.
In Sakye there were many who volunteered to accuse, but they
were so incompetent that they indirectly defended the acoused.
For example, a poor tailor accused 2 lama of giving his guild more
than the official record allowed. “When our guild was employed
by the monastery, we could not manage with the traditional
grant of tsampa. We asked for more and you gave it to us; but
why did you give us more tsampa than the book permitted?’

During this period of thamzing an anonymous couplet became
popular throughout Tibet.

Nothing to laok forward to but ceaseless thamzings
crery week;
So when death calls us we will be too latel

Mao has said that political struggles will never cease until classes
disappear from society, and ours was only just beginning., We
had one thamzing after another, of every type; the extermination
of rebels and their associates; the extermination of feudal govern-
ment and its running dogs; the extermination of landlords and
their agents. If the Chinese working personnel observed any
aristocrat not yet humbled, or discovered any counter-revolu-
tionary, they called for a thamzing as we used to call the butcher
to slaughter our sheep. The people who organized the peaceful
mass-demonstration in defence of the Sakya Zodpa were given
the worst thamzing of all. I any of the reactionary upper classes
escaped, their effigies were erected for the purpose of thamzing ;
but we always prayed that we might not be forced to denounce
the Sakya Lama and other high lamas, for we firmly believed that
a word against your Jama would send your soul straight to hell.
Fortunately, while we were there we were not compelled to
denounce them,
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The next political campaign was dukchu, meaning ‘tears of
sorrow’. Norzin-la told us: ‘In order to find the cause of your
long misery, not in Karma, as you were deceived into belicving,
but 1 the evil system of serfdom, you must freely expose your
old injuries; you must freely declare your sorrows and sufferings;
you must wash them away so that you can feel the new state of
liberation.” By this decrce we were compelled to cry out our
sorrows 1 public, The proceedings for this campaign were as
thorough and systematic as the previous one. Each family was
forced to write down ‘all the past experiences of oppression
under the evil system of serfdom’. The old system was blamed
for everything, including patural calamities, For example, the
evil system was responsible for Father’s death; it was not because
of his past Karma but because the old government did not build
hospitals for the people. This argument might appear rational,
but to the Tibetans it was utter nonsense. To the Chinese the
concept of Karma had been driven into the Tibetans’ heads for
thousands of years and had become part and parcel of their men-
tality, which must be completely destroyed in order to create
a new one. The root cause of our sufferings lay in the old system.

A spectal meeting dedicated to past sorrows was held in
Sakya. A representative from cach family was to relate the ‘hfe
of oppression and suffering’ whose root was to be sought not in
the delusion of Karma but in the evil system. We were instructed
to ‘recount with true anger and sadness’, Anybody who did not
shed tears and cry aloud Jus injuries and sorrows was suspect,
for it was presumed that the people (excluding the rulers) had
had a life of continual oppression and suffering; thus any com-
moner who did not shed crocadile tears while pouring out past
sorrows was not of the people. If you could contrive to faint
after purging yourself of all your past injuries and sufferings, you
would be approved of as truly revolutionized. The dukchu cam-
paign roused the Tibetan sense of humour, and there was much
fun and laughter among participants and audience alike, The
fainting business, of course, was a great help,

The best performance was put on by a man well known for his
joviality and humour, who was chosen to be the first speaker on
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that the reactjonary upper strata — the government, the monas-
teries and the nobility — were not only traitors to the Motherland
but were the three biggest wolves in the whole of Tibet, We
found it hard to believe that the government and monasteries
were oppressive exploiters; however, regarding the nobility we
had little doubt. From time to time we were warned that the
indoctrination we were undergoing was only a preliminary;
there was much more to study.

Thus a strong feeling of antagonism had been built up between
the people and their leaders. Now it was time to split the com-
mon people and to divide them into further classes, This was the
preparation for the ceaseless class struggle in which not only did
the poor maliciously criticize the rich but children were forced
to criticize their parents and their teachers, and friend criticized
friend, Our individual characters and identity must be ex-
tinguished in the fire of revolution, and we must foster, from
collective living, new uniform characters whose only object of
worship would be an impersonal Motherland, personified by a
living deity, Chairman Mao.

For the demarcation of various classes, the Chinese announced
the policy of ‘self-estimation and public verdict’, which sounds
much more poctical in Tibetan. We were made to estimate the
worth of our property and land in terms of money, and also how
much labour we paid for each year. This latter consideration was
the determining factor in our class segregation. Owing to the
historical and socio-economic conditions in Tibet, there had
been no Marxist division of classes into capitalists, bourgeoisie
and proletariat. The Chinese analysis of classes in Tibetan society
was fairly accurate: the ecclesiastics, the government officials of
all ranks, and the nobility, with their estates and retainers, were
the three main exploiters; and the agents of the three were the
secondary exploiters of the masses. At the top end of society the
Chinese analysts had no problem, since the upper strata were
distinctly marked. With regard to the middle and lower classes,
they calculated in this way: if 4o—go per cent of the total annual
Jabour was hired, a family was classified as rich farmer, or upper
middle class; with 30-40 per cent hired labour, it was lower
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masses under the old feudal order than we actually suffered by
living under it. According to the Party propaganda, the ‘serfdom’
upon which our old society was built was the most evil social
system that ever existed in human history. Broadly speaking
according to the same propaganda, there were only two classes
of men in the Old Tibet: the ‘serfs’ and the ‘serfowners’, The
serf-owners used their serfs and slaves, said the Chinese, far
worse than we used our donkeys; at least we had our Buddhist
compassion for animals, whereas the landlords and high lamas
meted out unprecedented and unmitigated cruelty to the Tiberan.

The Chinese Communists have blown up the small social evils
of the old order to such monstrous proportions that an objective
consideration of the facts is imperative. In every exaggeration
there must be a grain of truth, yet my parents never suffered the
degree of cruelty and rapacity that the Chinese ascribe to Tibetan
‘serfdom’.

In the first place, the terms ‘serfdom’ and ‘feudalism’ are not
really applicable in the Tibetan context. Tibet had been a world
in itself and by itself right up to 1550, and our old social system
was cntirely different from that of feudal Eng]and, for exampk.
Judging from our family's experiences 1 think feudalism in Tibet
was quite different from other types, and different in a better
way. Our family was not exceptional; we received neither royal
favours nor bureaucratic nepotism.

The Tibetans had developed a system of government hitherto
unknown to the world — a government in which religion and
politics ran parallel without conflict of any kind. The term
‘theocracy’ is inadequate to describe it. Although there is 1o
example of such a utopian government in Indian history, Tibet
imported this basic idcalism from India, along with most of her
spiritual and intellectual resources. The Tibetans sought harmony
and balance between the spiritual and temporal needs of men.
Had it not been for this happy marriage of religion and politics,
Buddhism would not have flourished in Tibet.

At the apex of the pyramidal structure were the Dalai Lamas,
who as 2 fact of history were enlightened and benevolent. Even if
you are not willing to accept the doctrine of reincarnation, you
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must face the fact that the Dalai Lamas have been most carefully
selected, trained and brought up according to the strictest
Buddhist standards, literally from childhood;-and the products
bave been ‘the closest imitations of the Buddha possible to
Tibetans. However, since the High Lamas spent more of their
time in the meditation cell than in the office, the administrative
work had usually to be entrusted to their lay and ecclesiastical
officials. Admittedly, some administrators and bureaucrats mis-
used their power for selfish gain or created friction between the
lamas ; but similar shortcomings are inevitable in any free society.
During the Dalai Lama’s absence or minority, the most learned
and enlightened lama of the Geluk-pa sect became the regent.
As the Tibetan saying goes, ‘If your son has the ability, the
Lion’s throne is not sealed off.’

By far the most effective counterpoise to the hereditary
nobility were the monk officials or tsedrungs, who came from all
sections of Tibetan society. The different monasteries selected
their brightest little monks of eight or nine and sent them to the
Tse School, where they were trained and educated until they
were eighteen. Admission to this élite school did not necessarily
guerantee a post after graduation ; to join the government services
the monks had to pass certain prescribed examinations. The
tsedeungs were celibate, and so had no families who might tempt
them to exploit the ruled, as was the case with the aristocracy
generally, The usual Government policy was to appoint one
monk and one lay official to any post, to act as a check on each
other. Though both were Buddhists, their outlooks differed
vastly: one had a large family with a history, property and land,
whereas the other had only his duty to care for. Of course, there
were exceptions: some monk officials were far more carthly than
their lay counterparts. .

Tibetan feudalism was not instituted : it evolved. Until the first
century Ap, the entire land was the property of the State, How-

" ever, when King Lha Thori embraced Buddhism, which gradually
became the state religion, the central government began to

.. donate land to the Sangha, both for construction and cultivation.
< In the early stages, the kings of Tibet made a decree by which
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seven families were to look after the material needs of each
monk. But as Tibet became more and more religious, the com-
munity of monks became more organized, more worldly and less
ascetic. And when religion got the upper hand in the administra-
tion of the country, the increasing number of monks and
monasteries were granted more and more land for their main.
tenance. The monasteries either leased their land or employcd
workers. According to the Chinese propaganda, 37%, of the
total arable land in Tibet was owned by monasteries.

Choe-Lhun, my late father’s monastery, shows the system in
operation. There were about sixty monks, and their monastery
collectively owned about 3¢ khels of land (a khel is about two
and a quarter acres). The produce of the land was the chief
source of monastic income, supplemented by offerings from the
lay followers. This monastery was businesslike and employed the
inhabitants of the area on its farm, instead of leasing the land to
tenants. My mother’s family, the Trungras, was one of the ten
families who worked on the monastic land. The terms and con-
ditions for labour were fair enough. The Trungras were given
about five khels of land and a six-roomed house; in addition,
if a wealthy family offered a silver coin ta each monk, the family
also received the same amount. The duty of the ten families was to
look after the monastic land jointly. Usually each family sent one
of its able-bodied members for five months each year to carry out
scasonal tasks such as ploughing and reaping on the monastic land.
Mother often went to work on the monastic fields as a girl. The
work was lighter and more enjoyable than the work that she and
her sisters had to do on their parents’ land, and when the reaping
season approached the children had to draw lots, because all of
them wanted to go and work on the monastic fields as the family
representative. The monastery gave each worker one dré of
tsampa per day, and the workers could take as much tea and chang
as they wished; there was no limit.

The distribution of monasterics was fairly uniform throughout
the country. However, the manorial estates were mostly con-
centrated in Central and Southern Tibet, because most of the
aristocrats lived in and around Lhasa. According to the Chinese
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~+thousand years ago. His family owned 2 soo square miles-of Jand,
cand 3500 serfs.. . - RER . . el
he old aristocrats, as they were called, formed: only  smill
nt, of the Tibetan aristocracy. The number of landlords was
in two:ways. First, when a-child was. chosen' as




194 RED STAR OVER TIBET

reincarnation of the Dalaj Lama, his parents became the Tibetan
equivalent of millionaires overnight. The post of Dalai Lama was
not an envizble one, but certainly his family made a fortune,
They would be given two or three large estates with workers
attached to the land, and their sons were elevated to prominent
posts in the government. There were six such holy families in
Tibet. Secondly, national heroes were awarded estates and pro-
moted to the higher echelons of government service, which also
increased the number of landlords.

No Sakyan aristocrat had manorial estates. In Sakya the two
palaces had numerous ‘subjects’ and large estates, We were the
subjects of Phuntsog Phodrang, as our late father was an ex-monk
from Choe-Lhun, which belonged to the Sakya Lamas of this
particular house. It was not only customary but also necessary to
pay your personal allegiance to a particular high lama or a lord,
and in return for your allegiance you were assured of protection.
‘When Mother was confronted with our legal cases, Phuntsog
Phodrang extended its royal influence to help her. As recognized
subjects of Phuntsog Phodrang we were entitled to live in a five-
roomed house for a nominal ‘working’ rent: every year we had
to reap eight Aels of fields for the paface. We were, howeser,
given rations for reaping. Since our family did not work per-
manently, the adult members were required to pay 1} sang per
year, in token of our allegiance to the lama.

The lama employed his subjects in various capacities, either
permanently or part-time. Ngandek, the elder brother of my
late brother-in-law, Sherab-la, served in a permanent capacity.
He was appointed as a cook and was given his food, together with
a set of clothes every year; but he received no wage. However,
his family taxes were reduced considerably as a result of his
permanent service. After a few years Ngandek was appointed as
an attendant to the newly-born Sakya Lama, and when the lama
became older he became his personal bearer. As such he virtually
ran the palace, and his reputation was well known in Sakya.
There were other subjects working under harder conditions. For
example, one of my aunts lived rent-free but had to look after a
large number of fields in a village called Gochung. Although she
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was given the usual allowance of land for looking after the palace
fields, she was always in debt.

To what extent were these ‘sexfs’ free? They had every right
to petition their lord to be relieved from his service. His answer
would depend on the plausibility of the petition, the petitioner’s
influence, and the size of the bribe and his own temperament.
However, if he objected, the serf often fled to remote parts of
Tibet or to India. This was possible, since Tibet had no efficient
police system at all. The Chinese Communists used to tell us in
Sakya that the serfs had no freedom of any kind, but this is
utter nonsense, The official labour would be carried out by one
or two labourers, and as long as the recorded work was ex-
ecuted, the family was perfectly free to do as they liked.

According to Chinese propaganda, the government owned only
389, of the land. These statistics are suspect, as the government
would have eventually gone bankrupt if decentralization had been
allowed to continue at this rate. The government leased its land
directly to the tralpas, respectable and responsible tax-paying
citizens whose constant cry was: “We live on chalf and pay taxes
in grain.” The non-tax-payers were called duchung; when these
families became full-fledged the government made them accept
land and pay taxes accordingly, When our family produced
children we were told to become tralpas. However, since we
were already subjects of Phuntsog Phodrang, we were exempted
from tex.

The tralpas were not taxed so that the government would have
money to invest, but to maintain the standing army, and to meet
running expenses. A tralpa’s duty was to provide soldiers and
transport for the travelling Lhasa officials; as the number of
‘enemies of Dharma’ increased in the East at an alarming rate, the
army had to be strengthened, and the taxes were increased. The
taxes were calenlated on the basis of a soldier’s annual wvage for
every four kangs (a kang is about 135 acres).

The taxes were worked out by our village arithmeticians, If
you had seen them at work on a bright sunny day in their usual
rendezvous, a big, weedy, fallow field, you would have mistaken
them for dice players. As the happy-go-lucky, unlettered tralpas



196 RED STAR OVER TIBET

chatted and joked boisterously in groups, the two mathematicians
sat opposite each other, engrossed in their calculations. Between
them lay their untidy mathematical apparatus, Date and plum
seeds, all dry and shiny through frequent fingering, were used for
single units; small engraved pieces of wood for ten units; and
copper coins for a hundred units. While one of them chanted the
numbers and caleulated at the same time, the other silently
watched the calculations and checked when and if necessary.

In Sakya a government agent called the Ganpo was responsible
for transport taxes. His duty was to receive messages heralding
the arrival of an aristocrat from the mail runner, and to make
preparations for the lord and his retinuc of servants, I used to see
him striding along a country lane, ostentatiously playing with the
message scroll. He would go from house to house, shouting
‘Come for a meeting at once!” When an inquisitive farmer
stopped him for an explanation, he might explain: “The Governor
of Shekar Dzong is en route to Lhasa. Horses, food and fuel must
be supplied. I know His Majesty is extremely short-tempered, so
you had better hurry up.’ While the travelling officials stayed, the
local zralpas had to serve them and provide horses and escorts for
three days’ journey.

Apart from these taxes, emergency taxes were sometimes im-
posed. During my parents’ lifetime, only one such tax was
collected — the ‘ear tax’. Every citizen was required to pay two
tamkas if he still had both ears! It was levied by the thirteenth
Dalai Lama to pay for rifles purchased from the British govern-
ment in India.



. Brmg me the keys at once, womnan,’ sa1d;NamgyaI, notin -
cultivated, respectful language in.which we.always addressed o
superiors and elders; but in. the- rudest language that 2 Tibel
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the well-furnished rooms and stopped at the dark storeroom for:
some dried fruit and pastries — tasting for the first time the fruxt'
of our perpetual toil. Then we carefully locked all the windows- -
and doors, and glued strips. of paper Wxt.h huge rectangular :
Chinese characters on every one of them. .
At this time the property and lands of the reactionary: upper
strata were being confiscated for later distribution to-the- have-
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- wére connected with the rebel leader-Ponta.; Ecclesxasucs and
_ officials -alike were guilty -of° sendmg ithe- Sakya Lama to"th
e relgn fand’ (India). This charge ‘was unfair;. for only th 5
‘intimate with the Jama amoni them:kaetv Siat hie was héadino for-
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India and not for a spiritual retreat, as we had been told. Anyway,
the angry Chinese comrades showed no judicial discrimination,
Four responsible Tralpa houses were found ‘guilty of helping the
Khampa bandit Jagod Tsang and his gang’, who had passed through
Sakya on their way to India.

The houses of the reactionary upper strata were not long kept
locked and sealed. Having killed the wolf, we could now have its
skin! Along with the others who could read and write, I was
kept busy making inventories, while the local progressives
counted each article, T must admit I enjoyed feasting on all the
stores of food. However, I witnessed a pathetic incident in the
Jango housc. After Jango’s suicide his family had been thrown
into the groom’s quarters near the gate, inside the walled-in
stable yard. I saw one of the progressives looking down haughtily
from the window of the altar room, the best-furnished room in
the house. As he looked he whistled with pride and every few
minutes arrogantly spat into the yard. Below, at the door of the
groom’s quarters, stood old Mrs Jango, sadly looking up at him. 1
wondered what she was thinking, but I was not mature enough to
put such a question to her, Anyway, I would not have dared; for
we were strictly prohibited from associating with the upper
classes.,

Later, in India, T asked some of the free aristocrats what they
thought of the confiscation of their land and property. The pious
Buddhists among them looked at it philosophically. Nangpa
Drareng, the sponsor of my grandfather’s mission to Chang
Thang, told me: ‘Ever since I was twenty-two I have wanted to
practise Buddhism faithfully. I knew that clinging to earthly
possessions was the biggest hindrance on our way to perfection.
Therefore 1 wanted to give most of my wealth to charity, keeping
just enough for myself and my family. But these pious aspirations
were all in vain. T was locked up in the perpetual darkness of
human existence ; so, spiritually, I am grateful to the Chinese for
giving away my wealth to charity. Now I have nothing to cling
to — my family, friends and relatives are all stranded in Tibet. 1
am liberated from possessiveness and can devote the rest of my life
to the faithful practice of Dharma with no obstructions,” Though
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a thorough layman up to the age of 65, he became a mank after
escaping to India, and now leads an admirably religious life in
Kalimpong.

Another man, whose family is still in Tibet, told me: I can
now afford to be frank and objective, seeing that I have lost
everything. Our property was certainly not entirely the fruit of
Tibetan labour. Our father was an officiel in the Sakya local
government, but he received no salary. We had to pay govern-
ment taxes just like any tralpa. We had, as I have said, a large
family, and everybody, brothers and sisters alike, worked side by
side with our labourers and servants, Our actual exploitation
consisted of occasional bribes that our father received, employing
two servants, and hiring labourers in the working season. I
would not have minded if our wealth had gone into Tibetan
mouths, but the Tibetans were given the useless things — old
furniture, ceremonial dresses and agricultural implements. The
Chinese took away the core of our wealth, gold, silver and
precious stones.’

This is perfectly true. As soon as we opened the Jocked and
sealed houses, Norzin-la and her boss collected all the valuables,
which included jewellery, gold and silver objects, and precious
stones. The confiscated valuables were kept in the People’s
Treasury at the Phuntsog Phodrang Palace. Towards the end of
the year, the donkey driver of the palace, Acho Mingmar, was
accused of stealing some of them. We used to hear rumours that
the gold, silver and precious stones were transported to China;
but of course the Chinese were most secretive, and nobody in
Sakya really saw the valuables being loaded into trucks and taken
away. However, recent news reports that Tibetan images have
been on sale in Hong Kong, Japan and Katmandu leave me with
little doubt that China is earning a great deal of foreign exchange
by selling Tibetan treasures in the international markets.

In spite of the wide publicity about the distribution of wealth,
all the proletariat received were clothes, furniture and agricul-
tural implements. The upper and lower middle classes did not get
anything, nor did we desire it. However, my sister Donkar, who
was classified as a proletarian, received two old silk shirts, a pair
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of 0ld ornate shoes worn by some senior lama on festive occasions,
a huge cumbersome ant-eaten box, two tables with missing legs,
one wooden saddle, an old blue brocade chupa and an odd glove
unmistakably belonging to Sakya Bamo. The costumes of Jama
actors, worn once a year during the festivals and treasured in
monasteries for the rest of the time, were also distributed. She
did not get a single piece of turquoise or gold or even a tiny
pearl; nor did anyone else of her class. On receiving her share,
our next-deor neighbour, who in the Chinese language was called
a 'serf” but who was in fact a sweeper of the Phuntsog Phodrang
Palace, told us: “The uncles (Chinese) ate all the meat and gave
us the bones,” The Tabetan proletariat were not so stupid that
they could not see the obvious, and so they grumbled behind the
backs of the Chinese.

The overlords had a countrywide network of spies, and they
immediately knew about this discontent. They launched a new
political campaign, with “A needle is better than a bar of gold’ 2s
its slogan. Norzin-la told us: ‘If you have a bar of gold, what is
the use of it? You cannot mould it into a ploughshare or use it
for any productive purpose. On the other hand, if you have a
needle, just a Tnean, tiny needle, you can sew with it, A golden
needle is useless for sewing. The age-old craze for the most use-
less metal, gold, is an imperialist insanity. We must struggle to
destroy the insane concept.” We were told officially that the
valuables of our commonwealth would be sold and the money
used for the industrialization of economically backward Tibet.

In spite of the gifts, most Tibetans clung to the age-old belief
that “fruit produced without labour cannot be digested except by
lamas’, and that no matter how much the Chinese might give
they would still be what they were previously, as decreed by their
Karma.

Before the distribution, the Chinese took the opportunity of
exhibiting the wealth of the richest house in Sakya, Phuntsog
Phodrang, the oldest palace of the Sakya Lamas. The entire
wealth was displayed, not arranged in an orderly way, but spread
out as widely as possible. Then the people were summoned. To
see the treasures we had to commit the sin of walking over holy
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pills (jinlaps), which the local activists had deliberately spread on
the flagstones of the courtyard. Jinlaps were mystical panaceas,
blessed by the High Lamas and ecaten faithfully by their followers
as a cure for any sickness. They had 1o be kept in high, sanctified
places. The moment you desecrated them by walking over them,
you not only committed a sin but also destroyed their mystic
vitality. The Chinese working team caught some Sakyans stealing
not priceless valuables, but jinlaps. Along with others who tried
to avoid walking on the jinlaps, they were cornered and closely
interrogated.

The enormous wealth of Phuntsog Phodrang was the accumula-
tion of centuries. The spacious courtyard was full to overflowing,
and the inner rooms were packed with priceless valuables. The
most recent treasures had been brought {from Kham in the early
19g0s by the Sakya Lama and his brother, who had gone on a
pilgrimage round the many Sakya branch monasteries in Kham.
Norzin-la was there with a loudspeaker, giving a running com-
mentary on the results of exploitation. ‘People of Sakya, take a
good look at the unimaginable wealth that belonged to only two
men! It is far greater than the total value of all the Sakyans’
belongings put together! The owners are supposed to be living
Buddhas, and with that holy mask they have sucked the people’s
blood, Think deeply and widely whether these Sakya Lamas can
be living Buddhas or not. If they are what they claimed to be,
why did they not practise their Dharma like Milarepa? They
should have gone to the caves to meditate.’

In spite of such concrete proof, most Sakyans made allowances
for the lamas. They said: “Why did they hoard so much? I wish
they had kept just enough for the celestial househeld and spent
the rest on holy rnonasteries. Perhaps they never knew they
owned so much, After all, they did not go to their coffers.
These were in the hands of their treasurers, whose power was
almost unlimited.’

‘The upper and lower middle classes included the petty traders
and pedlars of Sakya, ourselves among them. Scon after the dis-
tribirtion of wealth the Chinese Communists opened a branch of
the People’s Bank in Sakya, and told the traders to invest all their
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capital in it. Mother was terribly upset at what she thought was a
polite way of confiscating all our money, and her fears about the
Chinese keeping it were quite justified. Once it was deposited we
could not take it out again. If we wished to take out even a small
amount we would be asked why we wanted it. The money
virtually ceased to be ours. Mother used to ask what was the use
of the receipt, which was nothing more than waste paper and
might be used more usefully for lighting the fire. She tried to
hide half our small capital, but she was found out and received
a severc public criticism.

As regards the nomadic herdsmen the Chinese Communists
followed a special policy. The democratic reforms were not
applied to the nomads; if they had been, all the yaks, sheep and
goats would have been divided up among the poor herdsmen.
But the nomads were used to their free way of life, and would
have gone on doing with their animals as they pleased. In the
vast wilderness of Chang Thang, the land of the nonnds, the
Chinese Communist found it most difficult to get a firm grip.
The Party’s efficient, ruthless administration was incapable of
operating in the Tibetan Wild West. So the comrades left the
nomads’ property alone for the time being, though they registered
every yak, sheep and goat owned by them in 1959, No herdsman
was permitted to slaughter more than a certain number of sheep
each year. If he exceeded the number he would be charged with
anti-Motherland sabatage — a very serious crime in the new
set-up. Both the herdsmen and the livestock owners were heavily
taxed. Their dairy products, collected as ‘pational patriotic
wealth’ for the people’s commonvwealth, were all consumed by
the khaki-clad men of the People’s Liberation Army and the
blue-uniformed working personnel in Tibet. In 1964 the Chinese
exchanged about ten thousand Tibetan sheep for Nepalese rice;
the sheep were confiscated from the nomads.



CHAPTER 13

‘Eat Less, Produce More’

Soon after we had completed the basic task of the Three Strikes
and Two Reductions, the accent was changed to hard Jabour for
greater production. ‘Only greater production’, interpreted
Norzin-la at a mass meeting, ‘can guide our progress, and co~
operation is absolutely essential for it. Comrades, we have
already seen evidence of the miracles that co-operation can
perform. When the masses of Tibet rose and united themselves
iike an indestructible iron ball under the leadership of the
Chinese Communist Party, the evil system that exploited and
oppressed the people for centuries was crushed in a few months.
This is the living proof of the unfathomable power of mass unity.
Now if you can divert that power of your zealous patriotism and
revolutionary fervour to co-operation among yourselves, we can
transform backward Tibet into a happy prosperous Communist
society and can contribute much towards the reconstruction of
our mighty Motherland, China.’

‘Because we have crushed the reactionary upper strata and
achieved our basic victory, we should not relax and rest there.
Far greater tasks lie ahead. Through economy and frugality we
must struggle to bring about maximum production. Comrade
Mao has said sagaciously that we must cconomize to make
economic progress. This is no time to rejoice over one victory;
that will come later. Now is the time to forget rejoicing and
begin to build Tibet anew with our bare hands.’

This crash programme was known as Thonpe Dronchung, which
really means: ‘Eat less and produce more.’ The key step towards
the realization of this objective was, as Norzin-la implied,
through Mutuaal Aid Groups, Rogre Tsogchung. These were small
and simple co-operatives of ten farmers, which had obvious
administrative advantages to the Chinese overlords. Through the
co-operatives they got a firm grip on the masses by means of their
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agents, the progressives. In the initial stages the local activists
spied on us, and later everyone was compelled to Spy on cveryone
else. Sentimentality was not to play any part in our collective
national political hfe. We must discard all our old values and
embrace the new ones with open arms.

The only real freedom left to us was the freedom to choose
which co-operative we would join. However, a qualification
must be made even to this: we were not permitted to elect our
own leaders. Without a word of approval from the masses, the
Chinese made the new appointments, evidently based on the
performances by progressives during the carlier political cam-
paigns. The chairman of our co-operative was Tsermg, whose
activities [ have already described. Most of the members of our
co-operative had been together in our study group, during the
indoctrination period. Our secretary was a former monk, from
the proletariat; like the titular chairman, he was a mere puppet,
dancing to the tune set by the Party, and directed by the Han
working personnel. Through the co-operatives the Chinese
Communists made us work, talk, eat, cry and sing as their almighty
Party wanted, Our upper classes were in the inner prison, and
‘we people were in the outer prison. Like the political prisoners,
we were subjected to hard labour and continual indoctrination.
The Chinese exploited our labour power to their own best
advantage, and at the same time indoctrinated us ever more
effectively through their agents in our co-operative. They
worked on the old principle, ‘Divide and rule’.

The co-operatives demonstrated what miraculous results en-
forced co-operation could bring about. In the old days the
farmers had very little employment in summer, apart from
watering the fields and tending their animals, But the Chinese
Communists gave us @ number of bright, practical, new ideas,
which kept us busy throughout the summer, In spite of the fact
that we had three rivers that all flowed in the summer, in the
past there had always been an acute shortage of water for irriga-
tion. The old decadent government, obsessed with pious and
idealistic aspirations for its subjects, did not care to dircet the
farmers to build bigger and better canals. The Chinese at once
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saw to it. The newly formed co-operatives were employed on
enlarging the Tenzin Canal and constructing a new dam, which
took less then two months, With the irrigation highly improved,
we harvested very good crops that year. The people were
astonished at the combined power of co-operation and compul-
sion, Of course we had to wait until the harvest time was over to
see whether the innovations ordered by the Chinese were for our
benefit or for theirs,

Though the results were good, they were achieved under
deplorable conditions. The ten families amalgamated their
agricultural and weaving implements and made them joint
co-operative property. The secretary laboriously registered each
day’s attendance, so that nobody could escape from working.
‘When we were enlarging the canal, the Chinese working per-
sonnel forced us to work insanely hard, by making the various
co-operatives and the individual labourers compete against one
another, Each co-operative was given the daily task of digging a
section of canal, measuring roughly twelve feet long, six deep
and five wide, through hard, stony ground. It was the duty of the
co-operative’s chairman to make sure that the target was ex-
ceeded. Thus the competition resolved itself into seeing who
could exceed the target by the greatest amount, and not who
could reach it. When the sun was about to set, the Chinese
working persomnnel and Uyon Namgyal-la would examine each
co-operative’s performance and declare the result on the spot.
The first received thunderous applause ; the last, humiliation and
disgrace. At a special public meeting the protagonists and the
antagonists of work were isolated. A young man called Nyima
Tashi was declared to be the most industrious, patriotic worker,
and was presented with a photograph of an aeroplane. The
Iaziest, a middle-aged woman called Sonam Dolma, was punished
by having a drawing of a pig stuck on her forehead, symbolizing
laziness and lack of patriotism for the Motherland.

During this hard lebour several inexperienced workers got
terrible sores, like overworked donkeys. When she heard that
our friend Sherab-la had got such sores, Mother said: ‘O
Kunchok-Sum, what is the world coming to? I have heard of
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donkeys getting sores on their backs through too much labour,
but have never before heard of human beings getting them,” We
could not accuse the Chinese overlords of forcing hard labour on
us; they did not actually say: ‘If you don’t work as we order you
to, we will shoot you;’ but in the ultimate analysis it was nothing
less than forced hard labour.

Besides the frrigation projects, we were made to bring eve
strip of arable land under cultivation, Narrow edgcs that had lain
waste beside the fields for generations were tilled. Tracts of
waste land that had previously been kept for grass were brought
under the plough. Basic scientific farming techniques were
taught, and immediately applied. The old government would
circulate a bombastic note decreeing a certain thing, but the
decree remained on paper, neat and beautiful, and the illiterate
subjects had not heard of it. The Chinese Communists, on the
other hand, would first of all call a mass meeting, in which they
exphined their decree, persuading, urging and convincing, If
anyone violated it he reccived a punishment far worse than his
predecessors ever did.

Included in the politico-economic campaign was the killing of
aii the dogs and fifes in Tibet. This was directly opposed to our
religious sentiments, and in Sakya we openly expressed our
resentment. The old people were encouraged to catch flies, and
a reward was offered to the one who caught the most; but this
appeal was in vain, The dogs were stoned by our local activists,
instigated by the Han working personnel. The Chinese explained
that the dogs and flics were parasites on our ecopomy, and that
hoth were hygienically harmful. But most people did not accept
this scientific view, and took it as a deliberate act of violence and
part of the Chinese aim to destroy Buddhism. The Tibctans
foved their dogs, and some families even used to perform death
rituals when their dog died.

During our lunch break and after work in the evening we had
to attend indoctrination classes — a total of about two and a half
hours a day. Labour and ‘education’ must march forward
together, side by side, not because the Chinese comrades cared
for our intellectual and physical welfare, but because they
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‘wanted to indoctrinate us and then use us for the reconstruction
of the Motherland. There was no more talk about machines
working for us, as there had been in the mid-'ros. It was made.
abundantly clear that we, the Tibetans, must develop the
Motherland with our own hands, The strength of the united
masses was incomparable, both physically and politically. ‘If you
have zealous patriotism and revolutionary force you can conquer
sickness by the hard struggle of physical labour,” we were told.
We had time for two things only: forced hard labour, and in-
doctrination. We were exhausted mentally and physically.

In the old days there had been a time for everything — for
merrymaking as well as hard work. The seasonal work days were
exciting, enjoyable events in the farmers’ calendar, and the
labourers used to look forward to feasts washed down by chang,
and to songs and laughter, The Tibetans had an unlimited
capacity for hard work; but hard work without perfect freedom
of the spirit was deadly monotony, and without adequate food
it was veritable torture. The Han working personnel were con-
stantly at our elbow, urging us to work and work aud to sing,
too! Norzin-la and the other Tibetan interpreters felt that we
should be as joyful and free as uncaged birds, when we really felt
miserable. They had been taken to China when they were small
and there had been taught only Peking’s view of old Tibet as
‘a reactionary, dark, cruel and barbarous feudal serf system’.

Once Norzin-la asked our co-operative: “Why are you not
singing while building your own canal? You should be singing
happy songs, since you yourselves have become kings and queens.’
Tsering, our chairman, whose tongue had sharpened consider-
ably, retorted: ‘Norzin-la, we are feeling even more patriotic
than heppy. If we were to sing, we would waste our time and
energy and would not be able to compete with the others.
Retrogression would be an unacceptable defeat for our co-opera-
tive. We must leap forward to develop our Motherland.’

It was true that songs would not come when the workers’
spirits were imprisoned by the fear and anxiety of competition.
But the songs must be sung, insisted the Chinese. The workers
used to mutter: ‘When we want to cry, we have to singl* It was
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hard to sing our working songs at high speed; the traditional
songs of different seasons were set to the natural rhythms of a
particular type of work, such as digging and shovelling, but we
were made to work far faster than the natural thythm. Further-
more, the words of the songs had been changed, because some
of them were in praise of the old order.

As we sat down to our rationed meals, the memories of past
working days came back. At the beginning of the Thanpe Dronchung
campaign we used to laugh at the quality and quantity of our
meals. Our tea was watery, black and butterless, in contrast with
the old thick buttered tea made in a churn. The girl who served
our co-operative with this watery tea would shake the teapot and
say sarcastically: “Wait a bit! The tea is so thick with butter that
it won’t come out of the spout!’ Though most Tibetans drank
chang in the past, we were not allowed to drink, for drinking
was anti-Matherland sabotage. The former heavy drinkers used
to say: ‘In this revolutionary era chang flows in the canals,” and
knelt down to drink water from the canal like horses. Thus we
Iaughed at our own plight. We also joked about the earlier
political campaign, and noted sarcastically that the ‘two reduc-
tions’ we had been told of turned out to be on chang and tea.
Later on we were not allowed to make such remarks. Cur
chairman had reported some of our members, who were ‘advised
and corrected’ — the first warning.

A working person was allotted a monthly ration of 22 pounds
of tsampa, half a pound of oil or butter, a third of a brick of tea,
and a little salt. Only the tea was sufficient; the rest was a
starvation diet to us. Old people and children received even less.
We hardly saw meat, because of the dialectical argument that
Ten thus: if you killed your animals that worked and reproduced,
you were killing the national economy; and if you killed the
national economy, you were committing anti-Motherland
sabotage. So we tightened our belts every day.

1am not implying that Tibetan workers in the past drank thick
buttered tea and strong chang, or that they ate chunks of boiled
meat and special meals every day; it was only on special scasonal
working days that they were given extra food. But the Chinese
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xceHent due to . the néw farmmg



210 RED STAR OVER TIBET

techniques and extra care taken throughout the summer. Apart
from building canals and pools for better irrigation, and ti]ling
waste strips, we were made to weed our fields often and make
more manure than usual, We were all excited about our crops.
But when the grain was ready for storing in our granaries, the
Chinese informed us, through Uyon Namgyal-la, to keep it ready
for weighing in the open field before we took it away. Mother
exclaimed: *This is our own crop. Why should the Party weigh
it? The old government never did so.” Great heaps of barley and
cas were separately piled. The grain was well matured, big and
rd.

Like the rest, we thought that we v ould have enough for the
following year and would not face the same acute shortage of
tsampa. But Norzin-la and the local activists, including Namgyal,
weighed every grain of barley, following closely the priority list
that the higher authorities had made, They weighed first the
seeds for the following season; secondly the tax called Gjyalche
Chidru, meaning ‘grains of patriotism’; and thirdly our rations,
amounting to 22 pounds per working person per month. The
rest was to be sold to the government, whether we liked it or
not, and the money kept in the People’s Bank, never to be used
or even seen by the owner, Nobody escaped from the Chinese
orders which were carried out efficiently and ruthlessly. 1
need not comment on whether 22 pounds was sufficient monthly
diet for someone working about ten hours a day and undergoing
indoctrination for two or three hours more.

The people in Sakya were very dissatisfied with these starvation
rations. They argued that there should be plenty of grain, because
the aristocrats’ granaries were untouched and the year’s harvest
was excellent. But our voices were raised in vain. Though
Norzin-la and some of the Han working personnel might sym-
pathize with us, they had no authority to give even an extra
handful of grain; the order must come from the Party.

Immediately the harvest was over, the Chinese exaggerated the
results, as usual. They claimed that the yield was about ten times
the seed, due to the people’s industry and the Party leadership.
It followed that if we could produce a bumper crop in the first
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year of our liberation, there was no reason why we could not
double this year’s yield in the following season. We were made
to sign a pledge to the effect that we would obtain a yield of
twenty times the seed in the next season. Plenty of voices were
raised in disagreement. How could we guarantee that we would
certainly obtain a yield of twenty times the seed? The farmers
explained to the Chinese that it was in the hand of nature whether
we would get a bumper crop or not. It depended Jargely on the
unpredictable weather, If hailstones fell, our crops would be
ruined and we would get a far smaller yield than in the year then
ending; but, on the other hand, if we were fortunate enough to
get timely and adequate rains, we might get better crops and
might possibly be able to break the previous year’s record. But
the Party should not force us to sign where conditions were
beyond our control, unless the Motherland had devices to
prevent hailstones and to bring rain.

However, this was dismissed as ‘a disgraceful defeatist attitude
and a conservative superstitious outlook’. Said Norzin-la: ‘As
long as you have enough patriotism for our Motherland, you will
always find means to overcome difficulties no matter how moun-
tainous. You should never underestimate the power of the united
masses.” The signing of the decree was meant to strengthen our
will to work even harder the next year. Eventually, we were
persuaded to pass a resolution that we would work twice as hard
as in the previous year, and to harvest a yield twice as great as in
the first year of our liberation. Everybody murmured: ‘If the
Chinese are going to force us to work twice as hard next year,
then they must be plotting to kill us all.’

So the much-acclaimed democratic reform was practically over
in Tibet. Our family tasted the ‘people’s democratic dictator-
ship’ for over a year; and though still young I had 2 unique ex-
perience of Chinese Communist rule in practice. Born and
brought up as I was at a most critical juncture in our history, I
was able to taste both the religious old and the progressive new
Tibet. Looking at both régimes as impartially as is humanly
possible, T am critical of both, The Tibetan government, for all
its religious pretensions, was decadent, inefficient and feudal. It
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stubbornly believed that its basic duty was to work for the
collective Buddhahood of Tibetans. ‘The Chinese régime, for all
its revolutionary pretensions, is fundamentally colonial, inhuman
and tyrannous. Theirs is the most sophisticated and diabolically
ingenious form of colonialism that has been evolved in history,
but neither the rulers nor the ruled are happy. Both live in per-
petual fear, insecurity and suspicion, eternally on their guard and
under attack, The Communists presume that equal income equals
collective happiness, but we found that this was not so. Like the
religious old order of Tibet, they believe that the whole world is
wrong and that only they are right. All the same, they have some
impressive qualities. ] admire their iron discipline, their machine-
like efficiency, their single-minded devotion in all their under-
takings, and many of their revolutionary ideals, both on paper
and in practice,

Leaving aside the complex legal question of the Chinese
pseudo-historical claims on Tibet, are the common Tibetans
happier and better off now than they were previously? Everyone
wou'd have welcomed a true democratic reform; but my account
should enable the reader to judge whether the Chinese ‘hbera-
tion’ amounted to democracy or not. I am in sympathy with
most of the reforms that the Chinese Communists carried out in
Tibet, but I would question their ulterior motives, I agree that
the wealth of the lamas and lords was mainly the fruit of the
Tibetan masses, and so the distribution of wealth among the poor
was in theory correct and welcome; but, as I said earlier, the
Tibetan proletariat received mainly useless objects, while the
real wealth was taken by the Chinese, Similarly I agree that it
was right for the Jand to go to those who tilled it. The distribu-
tion was done in a very fair manner: the land owned by the upper
strata was confiscated and distributed; the land owned by the
middling farmers was paid for and distributed; finally the con-
fiscated and purchased fields were classified into three main
groups according to their fertility, and were divided in the
fairest possible way. But all this was of little use when our crops
were appropriated, and we were made to work extremely hard
on near-starvation rations,
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CHAPTER 14

The Triumph of Materialism

One day our co-operative was reaping Donkar’s tiny field, which
was in a beautiful situation near the foothills of Mount Takt-
senma. We managed to finish it before lunch, and sat down for
our meagre meal. In the old days the farmer used to press his
labourers to eat and drink much more than they could possibly
manage. A popular custom, called shabdag, obliged you to drink
a huge cup of chang, and if you left one drop in the bottom of the
cup you had to drink two more as a penalty. Such extravagance
was no longer allowed; we must now live a life of frugality and
productivity. With that rich tradition, laughter had also gone.
There was none of the usual horseplay and crude natural humour
of former days. The jokes we pretended to make must conform
to the Party line. As we sat soberly around the burning stove,
drinking butterless tea and going slow with the day’s tsampa, we
saw Norzin-la and her Chinese boss, Comrade Li, walking briskly
towards us. We presumed that they were on their normal
‘educational drives’, and secretly regretted that they would not
leave us our Junch-hour free.

Tsering, our chairman, welcomed them on our behalf, and
Norzin-la asked us if we were tired. This was just a formality; as
anticipated, we all shook our heads, and then nodded hard. The
chairman cautiously looked around to sce that everyone of her
subjects had gestured in the affirmative and added, as a sign of
progressiveness: ‘Even if we had been tired, it’s our own harvest
and our own work.’

Meanwhile, Comrade Li was minutely observing the field just
reaped, and seemed to be fascinated by some invisible object.
Recovering from his contemplation, he asked, jerking his finger
towards the centre of the field: ‘Why have those barley stalks
been left near that pile of stoncs?” We knew that he had been
meditating upon the god of the field. In Tibet a few white stones
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would be piled up in the centre of every field; they were the
visible abode of the guardian of the field. While reaping, we
would always leave a few stalks uncut near the cairn as a grateful
offering. Comrade Li was not interested in our ‘useless super-
stitious absurdities’, and began to moralize. ‘I see you have left
those stalks for your gods. But I am afraid that the invisible gods
will not eat the grains; the hungry, useless birds will. You do not
have to undergo self-torturing penance or meditation to discover
this truth. You simply observe and find out for yourselves.” He
smiled sardonically.

The older co-operative workers, Moh Tsondru and Tsering
Bhuti, found it hard to endure his mockery of what was sacro-
sanct, and Moh Tsondru was trembling with righteous indigna-
tion. The two comrades must have seen this, but they continued
unperturbed.

‘Now,” continued Li in his monotonous shrill voice, ‘if you
leave ten stalks in every field, you can imagine how much grain
is wasted. Suppose every field in Sakya was left with that amount!
Chairman Mao has said: ‘‘Economize and progress.”” You cannot
afford to give grain to the birds that do no work for society. So
1 hope you will shed your illusions and live a life of frugality and
productivity.’

After this introduction he got down to the main business. He
took a small red notebook from his front pocket, looked through
some marked pages, and threw open the day’s topic for group
discussion. It was: ‘Religion is the poison of the people.’ (Sinve
opium was almost unknown to the Tibetans, the word ‘poison’
was an apt substitute.) Norzin-la was well prepared on the
subject. She drew her examples and iltustrations drawn from the
locality, and though we might not be convinced by her because
of our deeply rooted ‘superstitious’ faith we knew what she was
talking about. Such comprehension merely served to increase our
helpless rage. For generations we had been worshipping: cur
images and idols, thinking them more real than our next-door
neighbours; and now the Chinese had come to shake our beliefs
to their foundations.

Norzin-la mockingly said: ‘You arc worse than children to
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think that mud idols have 2 mind. They are made by you and
feared by you. You believe that the Sakya Lamas are living
Buddhas, and attribute a lot of supernatural divine power to their
names. If you are still stubborn enough to think so, lock up the
Sakya Lamas in an empty room without any clothes and food and
sce if they can survive a week. They have been exploiting you
from the thirteenth century onwards, and deceiving you like
sorcerers.” She stopped and signalled to Tsering, our chairman,
to air her views, which meant nothing more than amplifying
what had already been said.

Tsering’s ‘views’ indicated that she had been exceptionally
attentive, We were not supposed to give an exact echo of the
official examples and illustrations of the Chinese; we received
more credit if we could show resourcefulness and inventiveness
by applying the topic personally to ourselves. The political
educationist would then applaud and say approvingly: ‘You are a
progressive and revolutionary activist. Well done! Keep it up!’
Tsering invariably won high praise. She cleared her throat with
a few unnecessary coughs and began: “What the comrade says is
perfectly true. Every morning I fill up the seven brass cups with
holy water and offer them to the gods on my altar, But when I go
to empty the cups in the evening I find that they are still full,
Kunchok-Sum has not sipped any water, How foolish and back-
ward I have been to waste butter on the lamps before my altar,
when I don’t have butter for my teal’

When Tsering finished her dreaded turn, she could hardly
conceal her triumphant, relieved sigh. Next to speak was Sherab-
Ia, our friend the ex-monk, whose views were highly commend-
able in the light of our political lectures. After him everybody
was compelled to ‘air his views’, and no one escaped what we
called ‘the digging of the heart’. Finally it came to Moh Tsondru’s
turn, She was renowned for her childlike frankness and over-
religious ardour, and when the time came for her to speak she
hesitated and came to a dead stop. Norzin-la, showing a trace of
sympathy for a fellow-Tibetan, prompted her: ‘Come on,
Grandma, you must have some thoughts in your head. One of the
characteristics that distinguish human beings from animals is that
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humans can think, no matter what. Let us share your own
thoughts. It does not matter if you cannot express them in the
new language, but at least let us hear you speak.’

Our chairman and her progressive revolutionary activists were
showing signs of restlessness. They were worried that our
co-operative might be ‘left behind’ — the very opposite of the
‘leap forward’ — and be penalized for conmservativeness. Those
sitting near the old woman dug her gently with their elbows;
others winked at her, hinting that she should ‘air her views’. She
seemed to have understood all the various signs and signals, but
to be labouring to hold back inexplicable or hideous thoughts too
dangerous to be shown.

At last her swelling thoughts burst free in a torrent of anger
and sincerity. The enfeebled old woman, possessed by the truth
she believed in, shouted in an angry, choking, trembling voice:
“We know that the holy figures are made of mud by our religious
painters; we know that the images do not physically drink water
from the cups. You need not tell us about these superficial things
and poke fun at our faith, But you don’t know what we know . . .
Her voice faded for a few moments while she struggled with
thoughts she could not express. Then she continued more calmly:
“We believe that our holy figures are not human beings; they are
the symbolical physical representations of our true faith. Thus
the intangible is made tangible. They are the containers of our
faith, the pegs upon which we can hang it, like the wooden
pegs upon which we hang our ladles, Through them we can
grasp it more firmly. We know that some lamas do not need any
images, because they do not need any material help, Why do you
stick portraits of Mao all over the walls of your rooms?’

She was interrupted by mocking laughter from the Chinese,
who were showing a bewildered fascination for her sincerity.
But Moh Tsondru, carried away by her convictions, took no
notice. She was determined to finish.

*As for wasting our economy on religious offerings,” she went
on, ‘the more generously we offer to Kunchok-Sum, the richer
we become both spiritually and materially. I have never heard of
any Tibetan being reduced to beggary through his religious
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offerings. I don’t think that the members of this co-operative
should le. The lamas never asked for offerings; we voluntarily
offered them in exchange for performing rites. I personally feel
more satisfied if [ make an offering to some great lama than if I
spend my savings on food for myself.”

Although Moh Tsondru’s outrageous views unmistakably un-
veiled ‘an unpurgeable old green mind’, the deceptively polite
comrades praised her lavishly for her candidness. Norzin-la, like
a patient, devoted teacher, explined all over again: ‘You have
not yet properly understood the people’s infallible ideology. This
is the most glorious period in the entire history of Tibet, when
you can raise up your heads. The parasitic lamas have been
deceiving you for so long that you have grown accustomed to
their deception and exploitations, However, you will slowly
understand. We will help you, and so will the progressives from
our co-operative. We are sorry there is no more time today, but
we know how eager you are to reap your own first harvest.
Thank you everybody. See you again.” They left, scoffing.

Yet many of the young were convinced by the Chinese. They
would say: ‘The Chinese have been really well educated,
especially in the way they argue. You can’t refute their points,
and what they say appears real and true.” The older generation
remained firm. No matter how persuasively the Chinese atheists
tried to demonstrate the futility of religion, most of the members
of our co-operative adopted a kind of mental blindness against the
inroads of agnosticism. Our attitude was: “The godless Chinese,
who do not believe in the infallible Jaw of cause and effect
(Karma), tell their lies with greater conviction than we can tell
the truth.’

The anti-religious drive was carried out in Sakya with the usual
revolutionary fervour. The programme was well calculated.
‘Traditionally, the harvest scason was followed by a number of
extravagant thanksgiving rituals, and equally cxtravagant merry-
making. Conversion to atheism was partly aimed against such
drains on the economy. But the main aim was to destroy the
basis of Tibetan civilization, or anything that gave the Tibetans a
distinct identity of their own. After the Dalai Lama’s flight it was
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winter that followed, the Chinese Communists were preaccupicd
with the exposing of our ‘superstitious beliefs’. In the old days
we happily hibernated in the long, cold winter. But now we were
forced to see our orderly Buddhist universe collapse into chaos,
both in mental and physical terms. The Chinese Communists,
full of revolutionary zeal and utterly without any humen senti-
ment, deliberately set out to prove to us that what we pathetic-
ally believed in was nothing more than a mirage, and that one of
the three components of our Trinity — the monks or Sangha —were
nothing but professional parasites. The native revolutionary
activists, the progressives and the patriotic elements under the
direct supervision of the Han working personnel, did a tremen-
dous amount of research on the monastic economy. Their aim was
to estimate how much the monks of the Great Sakya Monastery
‘exploited’ per year. They prepared six scholarly charts, under
the separate headings of tea, butter, tsampa, barley grains, meat
and salt, showing how much the monastery consumed annually.
The ﬁgures were absolutely staggering. The economic charts, hike
our venerable thankas, were hung on the painted walls of the
monastery.

One day the people of Sakya were called to have a good look at
these astonishing charts, Most of them could not read, but
literate progressives, like guides to some historic bwlding, read
and explained the ‘incalculable sums of exploitation’. Upheld by
their unalterable faith, the vast majority switched on their mental
blindness, as if ta say: “We don’t expect the Chinese Reds to say
anything else.” Some of them said: ‘This is another Chinese Jie.
They are experts on arithmetic, and so they can add any number
of digits just as they please.” Others were indifferent to the past,
saying: “Those are mere figures on paper. The actual essence was
digested long ago and thrown into the latrines as excreta, and the
excreta is probably on the fields helping to produce more. What
is the use of shawing that?’

The Chinese Communists classified the monasteries as one of
the three principal exploiters in the old socicty. Their philosophy
of materialism has no scope for our abstract spiritual values. The
Tibetans had a set of valnes diametrically opposed to those of the
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Chinese Communists. It is useless to ask why the Tibetan people
did not embrace a revolutionary ideslogy which would redeem
them, instead of clinging to the opium of Buddhism. In its day
Buddhism itself was a revolutionary religious ideology, Having
embraced Buddhism, and having subsequently Tibetanized it
beyond superficial recognition, the Tibetans created a whole
spiritual universe for themselves. The social, legal and political
systems and institutions were all derived from the central
Dharma. As for the monks themselves, few of them lived up to
their ideals. Most were mediocre, though sincere and religious
enough. Their materfal dependence on the working population
was not parasitic according to the Tibetans for in the old world
they had a specific function which they discharged conscientiots-
ly. But there were some hypocritical monks who, under the
robe of religion, exploited the masses, as the Chinese Cormmun-
ists say. To them, entering the Sangha was a religious vocation
which provided a lucrative living, and they led a life within the
confines of a holy monastery as earthly as the lay Tibetans outside,
if not more so. Only in their case were the Chinese justified.

After they had ridiculed, mocked and scoffed at our faith, and
after they had indiscriminatingly humiliated and condemned our
holy monks, the Chinese Communists ironjcally declared ‘free-
dom of religion’. They made it clear that religion was a poison,
and that anybody clinging to it was following a suicidal course in
the new set-up. Norzin-la, in her musical Lhasa accent, told the
monks: “You are now perfectly free to do whatever you choose
to do. You can be a monk by day and a layman by night. You can
be a monk for a week or for any length of time and a Jayman at
other times. But one thing must be made clear: you have to stand
on your own two feet and labour for your living. The people are
not going to support you any longer. They are politically
enlightened now.’

As the Chinese Communists had demonstrated how utterly
futile and deluded they considered religion to be, most of the
monks were not 5o foolish as to remain in an insceure monastery,
cither for their fith or for their own good, They must adapt
themselves to the new situation or perish. Previously there were
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about five hundred monks in the Great Sakya Monastery, but by
the end of 1959 only 36 aged monks remained. They were given
their share of land, animals and agricultural implements, Although
the Monastic Ordinance forbade them even to touch an agricul-
tural implement, let alone work with it, the reverend lamas had
to Jabour like mundane farmers,

After ‘our own first harvest’ was over, Mother and I went to
see Aunt Mingmar in Gochung, a village some way from Sakya.
On our way back we saw two of our most senior monks, grey-
haired and matured with wisdom, struggling hard to keep two
mindless, stubborn oxen to the line of the furrows. One of them
pressed down the bumpy ploughshare, which ‘massacred count-
less sentient beings’, closing his eyes as he did so; while the
other tried to make the unwilling animals move without hurting
them. The calm, dignified expressions on their shiny healthy
faces, expressing a rich inner life, were in the process of acquiring
the dust of mundaneness. Their clean saffron robes, indicating
the past security of their monastic life, were picking up the earth
of the laity. Mother wept. I suggested to her that she should rest
until she ceased weeping; otherwise the working personnel
might ask her why she was crying. The Chinese comrades would
hardly believe that they were tears of joy over the new era, As
she wept in the wilderness she indignantly exclaimed: ‘Why do
the Chinese devils give our monks the freedom to do the im-
possible? This is a sure way to rack our souls.’

Of the remaining monks, about a hundred were imprisoned,
mostly for clinging to Buddhism. The rest went to their homes,
and many of the young ones proceeded to get married. Marriage
was actively encouraged, and celibacy was vehemently dis-
couraged. Those who married were congratulated privately and
applauded publicly, and the honourable title of ‘progressive’ was
conferred upon them. Those who hesitated to take partners were
derisively labelled as ‘backward’, or ‘left behind’, or ‘conserva-
tive with an unpurgeable old green mind’. It was under such
circumstances that Sherab-la, the young monk from our co-opera-
tive, asked Mother if he could marry my sister Yangchung. He
told us that since his elder brother had turned himself into a
reactionary rebel by escaping to India, his own future was
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gravely jeopardized. Though a poor monk, both in rank and
wealth, he was likely to be imprisoned for his unavoidable con-
nection with his own brother, and unless he could give the com-
rades substantial proof of his faith in the new set-up to the
comrades he was in danger. So he married Yangchung.

The 36 monks who continued to live in the Great Sakya
Monastery could not begin to look after it, let alone the other
o7 smaller monasteries in Sakya. At least 2 hundred monasteries
stood vacant, without a soul to look after them. They were
abandoned, and as time passed would fall into decay. When we
were in Sakya the Chinese did not deliberately destroy any of
these monasteries. However, I heard from a Sakyan who reached
India in 1964 that the Rinchen Gang Nunnery, the only nunnery
in Sakya, had been demolished and its planks used for building a
new Chinese house.

Early in 1959 we were not restricted from worshipping in the
monasteries and temples; but as we became progressively more
‘educated’ we were told not to go to monasteries or to invite
monks to perform annual family rituals. If we indulged in any of
these ‘absurdities’ we would be accused of longing for the old
order and rejecting the new. In the mornings Tibetans used to
perform the ritual of kusang (burning pine needles and sandalwood
twigs); but by the end of 1959 you no longer saw sacrificial
smoke rising from the house terraces. Hardly anyone went to the
monasteries. “What’s the use of seeing mindless mud images?’
those who dared to be ‘superstitious conservatives’ were asked.

Monks could no longer be invited to perform the traditional
rites. They were warned that they might continue to deceive
themselves if they so desired, but they might not deceive the
people. In Sakya there was no one foolhardy enough to defy the
Chinese indirect orders, which were in reality far worse than the
direct ones. If we were given an express order that we were
not to practise Buddhism, we would try to extinguish our hopes
and obey the order. At least we were less lable to commit
mistakes that might cost us our lives.

Idealists might argue that religion is a matter of the mind, not
of rituals, monks and images. But this is true only of those who
have reached extraordinary spiritual heights. In Sakya there were
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only two or three fully enlightened lamas who did not use any
material object to practise their faith. They lived on water and
flower seeds, and locked themselves up in empty caves to
meditate. Such Jamas had acquired skill and experience in the
practice of Dharma, and might be able to follow Buddhjsm
imwardly and Communism outwardly. But we unskilled Buddhists
needed some conventional medium through which we cauld
attempt to grasp ultimate reality, and on which we could concen-
trate to perform our devotions, Far more important was the
fact that all our culture, traditions and customs were derived
from religion, and that to deny religion was to uproot our life.

Although my family did not risk performing rituals outside our
home, we, like others, continued to worship in secret, making
daily offerings of butter lamps and holy water. But one day
Norzin-la, who had become friendly with Donkar, paid us 2
visit, She was invited to our family altar room, since it was the
only clean place. On seeing the burning butter lamp, she scolded
us like a mother telling off her child: “Why do you waste your
butter like that, by burning it in the air? You don’t even have
butter in your teal’ And she patronizingly looked into our cups
filled with black butterless tea. Mother apologfzed pmfusely for
her ‘mistake’, and promised not to repeat it, Norzin-la replied
understandingly: ‘Ama-la (honourable Mother), it’s really not
your fault. The evil system has become a part of you, since you
grew up under it, Anyway, you will slowly change.’

After this rightening incident, Mother shifted part of the altar
to the dark store-room, and we made our daily thank-offerings
there. She wondered where else she could hide her offerings,
and was worried about the fact that if she died under such
atheistic conditions without proper funeral rites her soul might
perpetually haunt the earth and hell and never find the “clear
white path’. Sowa Norbu's case — he died in 1959 without any
of the traditional funeral Tites — was a pointer to the future. The
thoght of damnation haunted her day and night. She decided to
risk an escape, which would deliver her either to freedom, or to
a quick death under the Chinese Communists.



CHAPTER 1§

Flight to Freedom

“I can’t bear this torture any longer,” said Mother bluntly, late
one night three days before the proposed escape. She continued
in 2 $ad subdued voice: ‘Now that we have been tasting the new
life for months and have learned the ways of the Chinese we
know exactly what it is like and what it is likely to be in the
future. There is no hope either for our present earthly life, nor
for our life in the next. If we can’t have either life we are no
better than animals. At first how graciously the Chinese assured
us of freedom of religion, but how cleverly and gradually they
have now deprived us of that most vital freedom! I don’t know
how you children feel, but [ cannot exist without practising my
faith, 1 feel empty, insecure, discontented and spiritually despair-
ing. My inner happiness is ruined. I feel unhappy about the
present state of our life and even more unhappy when I think of
my next life. What hope is there for me when I am not allowed
to prepare the future path along which I alone have to travel
alter death?’

After this revelation, Mother went on to recite a long list of
complaints which were familiar to us all. Being simple rustics,
the Tibetans lamented the acute shortage of food more than
anything else. In the past everyone had enough to eat, though
admittedly there was economic inequality. In Mother’s words:
‘Now the Chinese have made everybody a beggar. In the old days,
if we did not have enough tsampa, we could borrow from the rich.
Where can we borrow tsampa now? If we go to the Party they
will accuse us of anti-Motherland sabotage and warn us to practise
Thonpe Dronchung. I have never heard of tsampa being rationed
before. My parents never told me how much I should eat; Iate to
my satisfaction. Even the servants had free access to the shibso
(tsampa container). Now I have to Jock up the shibso ~ a thing
unheard of in the past!’

R8T B P
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On a little over eight ounces of tsampa we had to work the
whole day and attend indoctrination classes for nearly three hours
every night. There was no holiday except on China’s national
days. Even when we worked until we ‘defecated and urinated’,
we could not get back the fruit of our sweat. With our sweat,
toil and life ‘the Motherland must be reconstructed”, There were
o signs of happiness and rest on the horizon. Life was to be even
harder than we had yet experienced ; and this was later confirmed
by refugees from Sakya.

‘If some Tibetan commoners in the past were serfs of the
ruling classes, now all Tibetans are serfs of the Chinese overlords,’
said our new brother-in-law, Sherab-la, who was also present at
the top-secret meeting. He pointed out that if we Tibetans could
not enjoy the fruit of our labour, at least the collective fruit
should remain in Tibet. And why should we be slaves to China?
In the past Mother and my brother Abu went to Shigatse or
India without permission. Courtesy required the servants of
aristocrats to ask for leave, which was generally granted. Under
the Chinese, when Mother wanted to visit her younger sister,
who was a nun in Lha, a day and a guarter’s journey from Sakya,
she had to petiion Uyon Namgyal-la, who in turn handed the
matter to the remote higher authorities, After a thorough cross-
examination, she was granted a slip of paper. This was the ‘free-
dom of person’ in the Chinese Communist style.

Under the Chinese Communist régime we lost our peace of
mind completely — a loss felt most acutely by our elders. In
Mother’s words: “The new life is like the miserable life ef a poor
wretched student under a tyrannical teacher. For the student,
such a life is good discipline and a profound training, which he
can put up with for about five or six years; but how can we bear
to live under a tyrannical teacher until our dying day? We live
on tenterhooks day and night, awaiting our turn to get a thamzing,
imprisonment, or deportation to China. If I pass the day in safety
1 cannot pass the nights without fear ; or if I pass the night without
fear, then I am afraid during the day. I don’t feel at home in
Tibet any more.’

The leader of the proposed escape party was Nyima Tsering,
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formerly a servant of the Jango family, and next to Uyon
Namgyal-la in the farcical new hierarchy. His qualifications were
class background and above all progressiveness. As a second-
ranking man, he was often sent to pursue escapees, but he never
brought any back. Instead, he secretly studied the ‘reactionary
road’ leading beyond the Himalayas. As he told me in India: ‘I
never wanted to stay under the enemies, no matter how much
they tried to win me over. Who wants to use a stone as a pillow?’
My brother-in-law, Sherab-la, was his friend, and it was through
Sherab-la that Mother first came to know about Nyima's secret.
Since our family did not include a strong man, it was extremely
difficult for us to get into any escape party; but with lavish
presents, and backing from Sherab-la, we managed to get into
Nyima’s. We were happy but scared. The dangerous plan was kept
a strict secret. Mother told us about the escape only three days
before we left. She could not trust her youngest sister Nyidon ox
her eldest son Abu. We left quietly, without their knowledge.

After the decision, Mother was nervous and suspicious. A
knock on the door gave her palpitations. She tried her level best
to conceal her almost uncontrollable fear in public, but she felt
that the Han working personnel, informed comstantly by the
mative progressives, were casting suspicious eyes on her. One
day, Norzin-la visited us and said quite sincerely: ‘Ama-la, I am
sure you are not going to India. Don’t ever go, please. You will
never feel happy there. At present you may perhaps be upset with
your new life because there are so many drastic changes taking
place, but this is only a transitional period, and soon you will be
very happy. Why should you leave your own country and seek
refuge in an alien one?’

Mother thought that some of our local activists had made a
tentative report about us. Apart from our nervous behaviour, our
secret preparations may have made them suspicious. Our three
donkeys were groomed and well fed. At night we moved some
of our valuables to the solitary village of Gochung, where our
aunt lived. We got ready special provisions for the journey.
Harvest was recently over, and we had the weighed seeds for the
next season and our official rations for the following year at our

‘.
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disposal. Due to our experience of near-starvation under the
Chinese, we were obsessed with the idea of food for the escape,
Of the three donkeys, two carried nothing else but food. When
we arrived in India one of our greatest regrets was that we had
not brought some of our family treasures instead of tsampa.

Suspicion was mounting, and we were forced to leave earlier
than scheduled. The night we escaped is as fresh in my mind as if
it were yesterday. The date was the twelfth day of the Ninth
Month, which corresponds to mid-November, 1959. By this time
the Chinese had established guards for ‘the protection of the
people’, whose actual function was to prevent people from
escaping. lleft home early in the morning with our three donkeys,
Driving them along, I met a man carrying a basket of cowdung
near the bridge. He smilingly asked me where I was going, and I
told him I was going to get some dry fuel from a friend in the
village of Tashi Bhuk, Shaking his head with wonder he asked me:
*Can you manage?’ —I was then only eleven years old. Meeting a
person with a load was a propitious sign for a traveller, and I felt
happy.

I;\}X))}r, sisters Dawa Bhuti and Yangchung left home next, on the
plausible pretext of watering the fields, By decree we had to water
the reaped fields and plough them, so that the dry grass roots and
stout stalks would become manure during the winter. Mother
and Donkar left home at dusk. They told the neighbours that our
cow was missing and that they were going to search for it, Our
rendezvous was Rinag, the Black Hill opposite the Ponto Hill. 1
drove the donkeys to Gochung after dusk. While they were
being Ioaded, my aunt’s tears were rolling down her wrinkled
cheeks, and she overwhelmed me with good advice. All I can
recall of it, however, was that we were to write to her if India
was a happy place.

Not everybody reached Rinag at the same time. I found my
mother, sisters and younger brother waiting there. I felt sad that
Abu, our eldest brother, had left us at such a crucial time, for we
had no man to help us. Mother carried Donkar’s littde son
Tsering Dorji, and Donkar carried her ene-year-old baby, later
named Nyima Tashi, Donkar’s fiancé was already in India, Yang-
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chung and Sherab-la, the mewly merried couple, both carried
heavy loads. Dawa Bhuti’s foot had been injured through a nasty
fall, so her load was lighter. I could only menage a bag. Our
family was heavily dependent on our Aunt Mingmar, her husband
Palchung-la, and our partly deformed but strong uncle. These
three had jointly inherited Mother’s family home. In all, there
were nine families, a total of 32 people.

Nyima Tsering took some time to arrive, and his delay caused
tremendous anxiety. Donkar cried: ‘Mother, we’ll go back. No
one will know.’ But Mother ignored her. It was a cold, bright
moonlight night. We had planned to travel at night and hide
during the day, and had calculated on having moonlight all the
way. About midnight, while waiting on the Black Hill, I in-
stinctively turned towards Sakya. There was not a flicker of light
in the town. I gazed at the monasteries scattered all over Ponto
Hill; they looked beautiful, silhouetted in the moonlight. I
could see my favourite monastery, Dechen Ling (‘Heaven of
Peace”) near the top of the hill, overlooking the town. I remem-
bered how often Mother had taken me there to be blessed by one
whom I now think of as the only true follower of Buddha in
Sakya. He had no monastic titles; his name was simply Pukpa
Tsultrim-la. Having locked himself up in a small room, he
practised his faith day and night quietly and unobtrusively. He
employed no servant, owned no property. As was his custom, he
gave us what he had accepted from the previous pilgrim, and
what we offered would be given to the next. If he refused to
accept offerings, his disciples would have been upset; so he
accepted them and gave them away again. Fortunately, he died
soon after Lhasa fell. I wondered when, if ever, [ would see the
Heaven of Peace again,

At last Nyima Tsering and his family arrived, and we began our
long march to freedom. The older people took off their fur hats
and faced Sakya, bowing low in supplication to its guardian gods.
Theard them whispering their heartfelt prayers into the wind: ‘O
third eye of wisdom that passeth all understanding, look after our
great and holy monasteries, so that Sakya may remain in name
and substance. Guard and guide us in our endeavour to escape.’
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1, too, had a Jast look at Sakya, I was leaving my birthplace and
childhood home, my friends and relatives, the place where my
father had lived and died. Again we were stabbed by the knoy-
ledge that we were turning our back on all that nature had taught
us to love and value. As we drove the loaded animals up the hill,
fear pursued us — fear of the invisible Chinese at our heels, We
spoke in low whispers. The animals did not wear their usual bells;
there was only the sound of their hooves. Even the donkeys must
have known that this was an unusual journey. They were driven
uphi]l like 2 herd of sheep, by untrodden Paths, and they missed
their driver singing and whistling cheerfully after them.

As dawn was breaking, some of the men went in search of a safe
hideout among the caves. Before the sun had risen both we and
the animals were well hidden. We were disappointed at the
distance we had covered during the night. From our hideout
Nyima Tsering told us that he could see the village of Yalung,
which meant that we had taken the whole night to cover about
five miles by the normal road. Safety came first, and we did not
mind the circuitous route, the dizzy precipices, or the steeple-
Yike hills.

The first day we could not sleep, We were haunted by the fear
of being caught, and tried to decide what to do if we were.
Nyima Tsering called together the men of our party, and they
discussed in low tones what retaliatory measures they could take
if the worst came to the worst, They unanimously vowed that we
would never return to Sakya, but would fight and die if we could
not escape. That was not only the best and most honourable way,
but it would also be the least painful, and a speedy end. The
strategy for a possible skirmish was also planned, As soon as we
saw pursuers, the women and children were to drive the animals
on as fast as they could, and the men would guard the rear and
attack the pursuers. But with what? Nyima Tsering had had a
position of some importance with the Chinese and had been able
to get a long sword; but the others had nothing but four huge
sickles meant for cutting hay. (As I mentioned earlier, all our
swords, daggers and guns had been confiscated soon after the
Lhasa uprising.) In our helplessness we were compelled to
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acknowledge the far-sightedness of the Chinese. I am sure that
our men would have offered firm resistance and sacrificed their
lives had the need arisen, Nyima Tsering said: ‘If our freedom
fighters can attack the well-equipped, seasomed vetcrans of the
People’s Liberation Army with slings and swords, we ought to
be able to kill a few working personnel and Tibetan traitors.”
Having been in a number of search parties, he knew the Chinese
Communist tactics and their methods of hunting fugitives.

While the men were planning strategy, the women chatted
about what they had brought with them and what they had left
behind. Mother seemed satisfied with the precautions she had
taken at home. Before leaving, we had burnt all our old papers,
and had left a message explaining why we had escaped. It was
hoped that this message would act as a safety valve if we were
caught. Its contents were to this effect: “We have heard a rumour
that the lower-middle-class farmers and the monks will soon be
imprisoned. We hope this rumour is not true, but ever since we
heard it we could not feel at home, and finally found it impossible
to remain, However, we are not betraying the Motherland and
the Party; we are hiding in the hills. We shall return home when
the rumour is proved false.’

The whole day we planned and whispered together., We did
not make a fire, because the smoke would be a signal to our
pursuers, In fact, we never had a cup of hot tea or any other
beverage until we safely reached the Indian border. Our hide-out
was beyond the Black Hill, on a steep rocky hillside. It was nota
grazing hill, and so we did not see any yak or sheep near by. All
around us were dark brown rocks of all sizes and shapes; their
sharp edges looked fresh and raw. Here was nature at its purest,
untouched by the hand of man, The hill must have contained
copper, which will no doubt eventually be mined by our fellow
Tibetans and used for the ‘reconstruction of the Motherland’.
The hill did not attract even a bird. There was no noise except
the sound of silence. At times we could hear our own beating
hearts, or small stones falling down the steep hillside, blown by
the strong wind which seemed the only living force there. At the
'sound of a falling pebble, the women immediately prostrated
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themselves in prayer, and the men jumped up, clutching what-
ever armament they had., Towards evening Donkar’s baby cried
and had to be gently muffled in case anyone should hear. Donkar
was trembling with fear, and others were indignant in case ‘her
bastard might Jand us in Chinese hands’,

At last the sun set. The animals were quickly loaded, and soon
we were on the sccond night of our long march to freedom. If
we could not cover a fair distance, we were bound to be caught
by the pursuers the next day, So it was a crucial night, the night
which would decide whether we were to escape or not. Crossing
the rocky hillside, we descended gently into a valley, a summer
pasture for the nomads. There was a small half-frozen mountain
stream, from which the animals quenched their thirst, Through
this silent valley, slightly less cold than the surrounding hills, ran
a rough path made by cattle and sheep moving annually from their
high summer pastures to the lower winter one, and back again.
We drove the pack animals and ourselves at a fair pace, following
the course of the stream. There was a brisk wind blowing, but it
did not slow us down. A bright moon shone, and numerous
reflections glittered up at us from the ice of the stream.

The night was crystal-clear, and the stars were our compass
and our clock until we reached the foothills of the Himalayas.
‘When the pre-dawn stars appeared from the north — shining, we
wistfully imagined, directly above Sakya — we children were tired
and could hardly drag our blistered feet along. Drowsiness was
worse than fatigue, We had had no sleep the previous day and
night, and the adults were compelled to make a short haltona
grassy bank. The halt was intended to be so brief that we did not
unload the donkeys, which at once lay down uncomfortably. We
fell asleep.

Round about dawn Lhuwa Umtse-la, the tallest man in our
party, furiously woke everybody. He caught me by my plaited
hair and shook me, saying in a low, controlled but nervous voice:
“Wake up at once! The Chinesc are coming after us!’ Shaking off
my drowsiness as quickly as I could, I found to my relief that the
Chinese were not in fact right on our heels; but that a divination
had confirmed pursuers coming after us. Lhuwa Umtse-la was
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believed to be extraordinarily favoured by the fierce she-spirit
known as the Sakya Bamo, and kept a minfature of her iy his
charm-box. From the day we left Sakya he was in constant con-
tact with his guardian, who saw what we did not see and knew
what we did not know. Whenever he was engaged in his divina-
tion, we would anxiously crowd round him, like a lost platoon
round its radio receiver. He prayed before his charm-box, and
performed the same divination that Mother had carried out with
her rosary when our father had gone to Chang Thang. When my
brother Abu and his wife came to India later, they confirmed
that on the second day of our escape about seven pursuers on
horses were sent after us. They came right up to our encamp-
ment, where they found an empty vacuum flask which Mother
had left in her panic and haste. ‘Is the Sakya Bamo still alive?’ I
wondered.

After this alarm we had a safe journey, until we lost the track
on the fifth night. It was 2 lictle past midnight, and we were
keeping to the hillside at a high altitude. Suddenly the leading
donkey stopped dead, with its long ears erect, looking down into
what appeared as a deep well. It was an impassable gorge. We
had to make 2 long detour by descending and then climbing up
the other side, and when we reached the undulating plateau it
was already dawn, and we had to hide. There was no time to
cross the mouth of the gorge, so we hid in it for that day and
resumed our trek after dusk. Mother thinks that it was by the sheer
grace of Kunchok-Sum that we managed to come through the
uncharted hills, mountains and valleys, and safely arrive in India.
Nyima Tsering knew the ‘reactionary road’, which we covered
within two nights; but after this we were left alone to search out
our own way to freedom. It was unbelievable that donkeys could
climb such steep hillsides, where only mountain goats normally
clambered. Sometimes the path was so narrow that the men had
to stand on the very edge of the precipice and help each pack
animal to pass safely along the track, taking care that the pack did
not hit against a projecting rock and cause both animal and man
to fall to their deaths together.

Our routine was slightly altered when we had completed ten
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- days of trekking across the wilderness of the Tibetan plateau, We
sighted the Hirhalayas at sunrise, and our desire for freedom
became so strong that we continued our march in broad daylight.
I shall never forget my first sight of the majestic Himalayas.
Range upon range, like a gigantic yampart, they ran from the
infinite east to the infinite west, without beginning or end. Their
massiveness made them appear impassable to me. They were in
distinct layers, rising one behind the other. Lowest were iron-
hard, dark brown rocks, exuding a brownish moisture which
formed the foothills linking the Tibetan plateau with the moun-
tain ramparts. A little higher than this sombre colour was a huge
green belt running right across, which we later discovered was
a primeval forest of tall and graceful pines, In contrast were the
great snow-capped peaks, each one appearing higher than the
next. And over all milky clouds, like white silk canopies, hung
nuajestically down from the heavens. Curls of mist filled the
shaded valleys.

As soon as the Himalayas came in sight we made our way
straight towards them as if to a target. They reassured us, and we
felt secure now that we could not be lost in the snowy wilds.
Our route had also improved considerably. We felt that we were
almost out of the danger area, but we still avoided the temptation
of following the normal routes on the plateau, and kept to the
hillsides like a herd of deer.

On the fourteenth night we neared the foothills of the
Himalayas. We came to a huge pasture, full of grass over six feet
high, of a type which was dried and used for making brooms in
Tibet. Concealed within the grass was the bed of a dried-up pool,
which must have been full in summer, and we hid ourselves
during the day there — our last hiding place, if Kunchok-Sum
granted it so] We still did not dare to make tea, because Nyima
Tsering knew that the border area was infested with armed
khaki-clad Chinese. We contented ourselves with dried yak’s
meat and tsampa. That day we heard two vehicles pass near by;
the coughs of the exhausts and the noise of the engines echoed
and re-echoed in the silent hills and valleys until the trucks
receded into the distance. Nyima Tsering guessed that they were
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heading to Tenke Dzong, where there was a Chinese military
headquarters.

‘That whole day we waited impatiently for the sun to set, We
were excited as the prospect of freedom drew nearer, and filled
with mounting anxiety as to whether we could make 1t or not.
But most of the men were confident, and resolved to be more
vigilantly watchful on this crucial night, which would either
deliver us to freedom or crown us with the Chinese ‘wet hide
helmet’.

In the late afternaon, when the tall grasses cast their elongated
shadows towards the east, we began our quiet preparations. But
then Nyima saw six Chinese soldiers moving towards us from
Tenke Dzong. We stopped our preparations and lay down flat on
the sandy bed of the pool. I heard no sound of hooves, only the
throbbing beat of my heart against the ground. A wave of cold
sweat passed over me, and my teeth chattered. I'knew that this
was the end of our long trek and that we would have to return to
Sakya, where some of the elders would long for death, Some of
the women were sobbing quietly, and I thought that they might
sob until their tears filled the pool, but it would not move the
heartless Chinese,

Nima, immovable and intently watching through the grasses,
lay flat and spied on the advancing horsemen. Once or twice,
backing cautiously from his position, he made a wry face and put
his fingers to his mouth signalling to us to shut up for our fives’
sake, We continued to pray and hope as he watched the ad-
vancmng soldiers. At last he began to give us reassuring, cheerful
glances, and we felt a little relieved. After what seemed a long
time he got up. The six soldiers, smoking and talking, had passed
by our hide-out without seeing us and ridden along the newly-
built road. Evidently their business was not to hunt us. This was
the most ecstatic moment so far.in our fortnight’s trekking, a
fitting prelude to the almost unbearable joy we were to ex-
perience the next day on the Sepubula Pass in Lachen.

We did not begin our journey from the pool among the
grasses as early as we had intended, as we had to give the com-
rades time to reach their destination. It was pitch dark when we
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;resumed our march - it was the end of the momh when the -
‘niognsshone “halk: heartedly i little before dawn, Nyima Tselmg,
could also ‘recognize some £ the’ prominent Jandmarks of this. -
“area) because e had crosse& the Pass a few'times when his master |
Jango had - gone on Pﬂgrlmage Al T'can remenber. about this
part-of our ]oumey is cold and faugue Everybody was exhausted.
Dornkar -could not climb.-the péss, so'she was put on one of ‘our
donkeys, Her baby had'stopped crying, and we feared it was dead
:through the icy cold. One of the men rubbed the numbed, un-
conscmus body, and managed to revive it.
" “fhere was a powerfal gale, which drove back even our strong-
est animals, The wind was much more powerful than anything
we had experienced in Tibet, The weather was deteriorating
rapidly, and a snow-storm was blowing up; s¢ we were forced to
make o short halt and wait for the gale to subside — if it ever
would. The wind made a high-pitched whistling sound, and it
had the penctrating force of a sharp knife-edge cutting cheeks,
ears and eyes, It raged for what seemed like hours, almost
paralysing the children and weaker adults with cold. I had cramp
in my legs and fell on the hard ground. The stronger ones among
us kept us alive by rubbing our numbed bodies with their hands.
The wind calmed = little after dawn; we learned later that this
-gale was the usual prelude to dawn in winter. Then we slowly’
moved up.

Unlike other passes, the Sepubula, as we called it in Tibetan,
was neither high nor steep. It was unexpectedly gradual and
undulatmg Our plan was to reach the pass before sunrise, but
we.were delayed by the cruel gale, so when the sun shone we
were still struggling hard to reach the border. Nyima and some of
the men were so exc1ted that they ran the last stage to the top
of the pass.

When we arrived, we found them j Jumpmg wﬂdly around the
Qcaxrn of stones, which held together tall prayer-flags ﬂuttermg in
th' . vmd There were neither Chinese patrols nor Indian border
isible, ‘We all: joined in'the jubilation. Not one of us had
r-flag, -but -this was too rare ah opportunity to
Iratse=la tore up a maroon silk shirt and offered itas
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the best substitute; under normal circumstances tearing a silk
shirt would have been an insane act, for silk was highly valued in
Tabet, We thanked Kunchok-Sum for guiding us to the border.
Some of the women threw handfuls of dust in the direction of the
‘enemies of the faith’.

Meanwhile our laden animals were all lying on the pass, as if
to say: “We have done our duty !’ Before pulling themup by their
tails and driving them down, we had our last look at Tabet, the
country that was ours but had been taken from us by the
Chinese, That was one of the saddest moments of my life. The
joyous expressions faded from our faces as we looked at Tibet
and prayed for a speedy safe return. Like the others, I closed my
eyes in prayer, and the prayer that I raised high on the Himalayas
when I was a boy of eleven still sounds in my memory: ‘May we
get our rightful independence as soon as possible!” I opened my
eyes and had a last long look at Tibet, asking myself: ‘Shall I ever
sec you again?’

Then we began our descent into India.



was a p1 actical one: w1thm the frameworkof 1
be masters in our own farmhes To. -quote Mod'lef
to be left-alone to do our own wors}uppmg and 1 vmg
beginning. we were convinced that, this was pc ssible i in In t
at the same time we saw some of the: drawbacLs The wide gulf”
between rich and poor became mcreasmgly e\nde
gressed. Corruptmn and by 1bery werg every. bi
_they used to be in old Tibet. In fact, our old rulers were; less,
hypoeritical, as they openly accgptc;d brlbeg whereas 1 the Ipdlan‘
authorities proved more subtle: at the first check: pbin
polxceman delayed us, unul we . undérstood what ]'us ge
meant — ‘I want money.’

Most of the refugees wanted to hang around on the safe ‘side .
of the Himalayas, so that it would be easy for them to retuin
when Tibet became independent. The earlier-arrivals; ready Wlthv
comforting news, cheered us up; and we decided to. stay, in
Sikkim indefinitely. One day we had a surprise.visit fro
officious middle-aged Tibetan, one of the sad remnants of the
order. He condescendingly ntroduced himself ag-. a- perso :
representative of His Holiness the Dalai Lama. The ‘moment we
heard the name of the Precious One (Yeshi Norbu) we all
instinctively to our.feet and folded our hands in 2. positi
prayer, The representative asked us to be. sented and gaveus
reason for his distinguished mission in the. most high-flo
Tibetan we had ever heard. He must be a soplustlcated ‘hasa
.thought. ‘By t.he grace of our Yeshi Norbu,® he begani
) of assurance,. ‘we are sure to get ‘our independence, Hl ]
B to deliver. the heartening, news ' to 1

ns has- helped is helpmg and
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nations supported our cause; only nine did not.” Even now I
seem to hear him repeating ‘forty-five’ most emphatically; the
number stuck in my mind.

Nyima Tsering, over-confident as usual, said: ‘I told you so!’
and every elder expressing his gratification at our umanimous
decision to remain by the Himalayas with, so to speak, one foot
in Tibet and the other in India. We had the foolish hope that by
the end of 1960 we would be back home. Some of our fellow-
fugitives had deliberately left half of their families in Tibet to
look after their property; they were overjoyed and congratulated
themselves on their far-sightedness. Mother regretted that she
had not left Donkar in Sakya, as she had at one time intended to
do. The atmosphere was full of good omens for the Tibetans, and
some of our party actually went to Gangtok, the capital of
Sikkim, to make purchases for going hame. They returned with
the good news that consumer goods were cheaper and more
plentiful there, and suggested that Gangtok would be a better
stopping-place. We could get odd jobs there and make money
with which to buy things to take back to Tibet.

So we made a leisurely move to Gangtok. Once there, how-
ever, we discovered that jobs were not as plentiful or easy to get
as we had been told. Finally we managed to get some work on
the road. Feverish military activities were going on in India’s
northem borders, including the building of roads and military
barracks. Peaceful, harmless Tibet was no longer India’s neigh-
bour; instead there was aggressive China, ready to spring and
strike from the roof of the world. India had been slow to realize
all this. Before 1950 a similar border relationship to that of the
United States and Canada had existed hetween India and Tibet;
but that situation was over, and now India was spending millions
of rupees on defending the hundreds of miles of her northern
border,

Knowing nothing then of the political realities, we found road-
building a practical temporary solution of our immediate prob-
lem. T have no idea shat the thousands of Tibetan refugees could
have done without work on the roads, or what India could have
done without our manpower on the Himalayas, Most of her own
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labour force is unfitted for work in the mountains, and even
today there are numerous Tibetans working on the roads and
living in tents. The Himalayan climate is ideal for us and we are
used to stremuous work. With thousands of other Tibetans,
Mother and my sisters worked on the road in Gangtok. 1 —
together with our three faithful donkeys — was entrusted to our
Aunt Mingmar’s husband, Palchung-la, and he and I profitably
employed ourselves in transportation. We were paid for our
labour in hard cash, which we could spend in any way we chose.
There was no Norzin-la and her Han boss at our elbow, pushing
us to work harder every day in order to demonstrate our
‘patriotism for the Motherland’. There were many freedoms in
India, including the freedom to starve.

Our tents were pitched on some dry paddy-fields three or four
miles from Gangtok, The area was crowded with Tibetan
refugees, and newspaper reporters frequented it to gather so-
called ‘atrocity stories’. One afternoon our camp was visited by
one of them, a hawk-featured man with heavy spectacles. Being
unused to facing reporters, our elders were extremely suspicious
and afraid to speak. Some whispered from behind: ‘He must be a
Chinese spy. Otherwise, why should he ask us questions like the
Chinese Reds?’ It took the Sikkimese interpreter some time to
convinee us that the reporter wanted us to ‘tell the world your
sufferings’. Finally, Nyima Tsering, with characteristic Tibetan
inaccuracy, told the interpreter that thousands of Tibetans had
been tortured, hanged, strangled, drowned, burnt, buried alive,
and the suchlike. This was too much for the interpreter, who
demanded evidence of all that Nyima had naively accused the
Chinese of doing, Nima was at last compelled to come down to
brass tacks, and described our own personal experience in Sakya
under the Chinese occupation. Then the reporter was pleased,
and gave us big sympathetic grins.

When the reporters pressed us for facts and fignres, we were
upset that they would not believe we had suffered so much. We
wished at times that we could turn our hearts inside out and
show them. We knew that we had suffered in a diabolical manmer,
and yet the questioners were sceptical and incredulous. We
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We passed the winter: o
waiting for the Dalai Lamia’sior der tor return.
of independence kept us-in-an unending staté: of :
expectancy. Summer ﬂppxoached By troplcal standards the
in Sikkim was pleasamly mild; but having beén- brought upsnithe
cold, bracing, clear air of leet we found it, uncomfortable &
thought that we would -get” malaria, the most dieaded: Indiari
disease known to us. So our family, togethel with-a few others,
decided to leave for Darjeeling, the queen of India’s hill stations.
We were warned that Darjeeling was meant.-for the rich. and
though we might en]oy the climate, our stomachs yould go short.,
But Mother said: ‘As long as we don’t suffer from disease . we,
won’t starve in India. We can resort to.begging if necessary,’
Looking back into the past, I can hardly believe that we drove
our donkeys right up to Darjeeling, dlslcgardmg exasperated: car
drivers, who blew their horns until we were almost deafened, I
travel now quite often between Darjeeling and Kalimpong, and
while doing so I always look out for our old camp-sites:

‘When we reached Darjeeling, everythmg and everyone seemed
strange. [ remembered the Chinese ‘Unhappy India’ campaign,
when we had been taught that only the rich enjoy a luxurious.life
in capitalist India, We had nothing to do there and no one to
approach, During nearly three months of idleness an‘d,despondency
we finished cating all that we had brought from Gangtok.The
question now was: ‘Do we beg or starve?” There seemed to be
no alternative, since to Tibetans- beggary -was the last resort
degrading both socially and morally. T have never been.so upset
-as. when my young sister Dawa Bhuti and.I went once.ta the
village near Dar]eehng to beg for food. The. two -of us bronght
back a small bagof rice and wheat in the evening. Seeing us

" looking like urchins, -Mother staited wailing and -embracin us*
:She ‘tursed the Chinese Cominunists, and weiall cned alou

g Reco\’ermg from her- émotion, Mother saidi resolutely ‘Never

0 beggmg agam' We-will sell. everyfhmg we have.” She took out
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her patuk or head-dress jewellery from a package wrapped up
carefully in several layers of Tibetan cloth. The head-dress was
theﬂtradltional wedding gift from her parents, and in its centre
was 2 piece of turquoise, signifying the sacrament of marriage,
that her husband had presented to her. Apart from the monetary
value of the jewellery, it had immeasurable sentimental value for
her, as a pricelss rehic of her parents and our father. Yet she now
sold it so that we could eat.

‘What struck us most in India was the monetary economy — the
terrible valuc of money. Every day Mother would exchim: ‘O
God, our rice (or some other commodity) is finished ” In the old
Tibet, an average family such as ours faced at most two food
crises a year. We stored enough provisions for the whole year,
and we were not worried every week as to where our next meal
would come from. Now we had to buy our necessities weelly, if
not daily. Another discovery we made was that, in a modern
society, if we did not have work for one week we were sure to
go hungry the following week, In traditional Tibet the people
worked leisurely through the farming seasons, producing all they
needed, and for the rest of the year they relaxed at home. In
Darjeeling, since we had no income, we finished the money we
had from the sale of my mother’s necklace very quickly, despite
Mother’s newly acquired frugality.

After nearly five months in Darjeeling we managed to find
regular though strenuous work on a tea plantation, carrying fire-
wood from the forest to the tea factory. Before long, however, 1
became very ill with & high fever, which Mother feared was
malaria. The attack was so scvere it was several years before I
regained my full strength. By that time Donkar had heard that the
Dalai Lama was gomng to open a school for Tibetan refugee
children in Darjeeling, and, as I was eligible for the school both
by age and family background, it was decided I should apply.

Ever since the Dalai Lama made his miraculous escape to
India, the education of young Tibetan refugees has rightly beena
special anxiety to him, Soon after his safe arrival in India, one of
the first constructive moves that the Dalai Lama made was to
start an improvised school for young refugees in Mussoorie.
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Subsequently, 2 special education office was established, which
tried to organize two more schools in Simla and Darjeeling. By
1961 a total of 8oo students had been enrolled in the three
schools.

Realizing the immediacy and the magnitude of the educational
problem, the Dalai Lama asked the Indian Government for
assistance in educating the ever-increasing number of refugees.
Prime Minister Nebru, who was by then disillusioned with
China’s earlier professions of friendship and moved by the
tremendous national and international sympathy for the helpless
Tibetans, gave immediate consent to an enlarged educational
PrOnglnmle4

By 1562, however, the Tibetan refugee school in Darjeeling
was hardly more than a children’s camp. When I was finally
admitted there it was first of all as an invalid. There were three
Tibetan teachers, who busied themselves in teaching Tibetan and
looking after us. Educational facilities did not exist. To begin
with, I taught myself English, working industriously with limited
means, I used the same exercise books three times over, and
treasure them now as souvenirs of a period of sanity and insanity
combined. Looking at one of them recently, 1 found a single
short sentence repeated over and over again, until there was no
more room on the page. Even the outer cover was not spared;
it was first written on in pencil, and then with a fountain pen
over the pencilled letters — an exercise in English in the trad-
itional Tibetan style. Having used the book twice for English
exercises, 1 used it a third time for Tibetan calligraphic practice.
If this had happened in Tibet, I would have got a pile of books for
my conscientious application of Chairman Mao’s thoughts on
economizing!

Istudied with a burning intensity. The school was like a battle-
field, and every word I could master was like knocking off an
enemy. Fach day I swallowed more and more tongue-twisting
new words and practised them on the American and. English
volunteers who worked at the school, goading them for correct
pronunciations and meanings. At mealtimes I had my books
beside me, devouring food and knowledge. Somehow I never felt
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tired or bored. I used to compare my lot with others - for
instance, compared with the forced labour in Tibet under the
Chinese overlords, my study was a delight; and compared with
the hard life Mother was leading in India, my own state was
heavenly. Besides, Tibet’s tragedy was still clear in my memory,
and I felt that I had to justify the advantages and benefits that I
was fortunate to enjoy. Despite my industry, I would not have
learnt much had it not been for the young American and English
volunteers, What progress could 1 make when I was learning
English by the Tibetan method? T managed to get hold of an
English primary reader which I highly valued, and which I copied
calligraphically in the Tibetan style. The volunteers came to my
rescue, These strangers, who had no racial, religious or national
affinities with us, only a common human bond, loved and cared
for us when we most needed them. We children were skinny,
pot-bellied, pale and yellow-complexioned through malnutrition.
‘We had sores all over our bodies, due to unhygienic conditions,
and an inability to adapt quickly to our new environment. But
the foreigners treated and nursed us like real parents, without
patronizing air or any sign of revulsion at our unheaithy state;
whereas our own kin, the sons and daughters of Tibetan aristo-
crats and wealthy Tibetans, studying in colleges or working
around Darjeeling, did not come to help us. Perhaps they were
ashamed of us,

In the rescue team were two ladies who really understood my
craving for learning, and with whom I still keep in close contact ~
an Englishwoman, Mrs Jill Buxton, and an American, Mrs
Marlene Mitchell, néde Thompson, Both promised to send me toa
better school. At that time, Mrs Mitchell was a charming,
attractive Pan-American air hostess, She helped at the camp for
nearly six months and was both our nurse and our teacher. When
she finally left Darjeeling we children cried bitterly, and she was
also in tears,

Mrs Buxton, whom we called ‘Enchi Ama-la’ (Honourable
English Mother) really was a second mother to me, and it was
through her kindness that 1 was finally sent to Dr Graham’s
Homes, Kalimpong, in January 1963.



“of- Kalunpong I 1magmed the Homes to’ : ;
school’, like the excellent’ private, ‘mostly missionary. schools,:
where. Incha s &lite are educated. At first glince:the Hoines:. fell .
far below my expectations. When I arr ived there I wasishé vkcd ’
to see fair, khaki-clad Anglo—lnd.lan children: walking barefoot.. }
I-thought they would be in blue uniforms, caps-and ties, like the -

students, of the ‘English schools’ .in: Darjeeling. Superficial

-impressions. ‘are’ often misleading, and in retrospect I feel that -
there could have been no more. appropriate school. than the
Homes for me: If [ had been sent to an élitist school I could not -
have maintained my humble heritage, and it would have been:
difficult for me to identify myself with my family and ordinary.-
Tibetans,  The other ‘English schools’ tend to create a distinct
upper class in India, the Westernized élite. I found the Homes a
wonderful institution which Mrs Buxton knew would suit:me
and would not-spoil me. I have never regretted her chmce, and .
see it now as a rare second chance in life. .
My formal education thus began when I should have Ieft‘
school, as T was nearly fifteen. As I became more invelved in’
another culture, so I became more and more remote from my:
family. One morning, for instance, 1 was engrossed in my class
work, when suddenly, looking up at the blackboard, T saw out
of the corner of my eye my mother and sister peeping innocertly
through the classroom window and smiling proudly at me. God
knows how they had found the exact class. Since I was Tibetan,
the';teacher told me to ask the strangers to go away. I was
trembling with rage and shame, and told them to go as'if I did®
not belong to-them. As the school gong sounded:for the morning
break, I rushed out to drive them from the school premises, and
found thent comfortably encamped beneath the majestic shade of
#he tall clock tower. The other pupils wére curiously crowding-..
o arcund, staring at. them. Still pretending that I had no connection -

+ with' the Tibetan picknickers, 1 ordered them to leave the com-
-~ porind atlonce “They looked so poor and dirty that I was ashamed. -
kng\yl ige iy owni family; now, looking back, I feel far’
-ashamed of my. own- conductnI know that - poverty isno
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crime; in fact, I sometimes find myself taking pride in it. Had
it nat been for my parents, I argue, I would not have been born,
so I no longer feel ashamed of my family. All the same, I find it
difficult to hold free conversation with them. There just seems
to be no common interest. Mother thinks that T do not talk
because I have grown wise prematurely. Later on, Mother and
Yangchung often visited me and annually spent a day at school at
our May Fair, one of the red-letter days.

In December 1968 [ successfully crossed the first big hurdle in
my new life, the High School final examination. From school 1
went briefly to New Delhi to work for the Tibetan Industyial
Rehabilitation Society, a bold, new experiment to set up
jndustrial settlements in Northern India. Then, after seven
months working for T.LR.S., I went on to Delhi University,
‘With that, in a sense, my story of my family experiences under
Chinese rule ends.

Since 1967 Mother has lived with Yangchung, whose husband,
Sherab-la, died that year from tuberculosis. Yangchung now
works to support them both, and they live happily together. In
fact, since Abu disinherited himself, I, as second eldest son,
should live with Mother and support her. So far I have not done
so, and my obligation still remains unfulfilled. Mother has been
extremely understanding ; she has never told me to stop studying
and start working. Yangchung weaves colourful Tibetan aprons
from sunrise to sunset without a day’s break. Her only outing is
on a Saturday morning, when she goes to buy their week’s
necessities. She weaves about seven aprons monthly. Qut of their
small income, almost a third is sacrificed on religion ; this includes
the cost of two sticks of incense and a butter lamp burnt daily.
On the fifteenth or thirtieth of every month, or sometimes on
both these holy days, they invite a lama to perform certain
rituals, and make the best dishes they can afford for these festive
occasions.

Mother's house in Kalimpong measures only fifteen by twenty
feet, and is in the dirtiest part of the town. Right in front of the
window are two outdoor toilets and three pigsties, perpetually
polluting the air that Mother and Yangchung breathe. The area
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- 35 congested with the { growing Tibetan populal:xo . Latge fan HE
have two rooms; the sinaller families fnaké do with 6
hang dbout the, doorsteps waiting for scraps, and somie:
bolder ones step right into the ¥oom. Flies swarm, especmlly

~hot days, taking full advantage of their Buddhist hosts tolerarice
and non-violence. The whole'atmosphere seems to” e ‘conducive |
to-the rapid spread of tuberculosis. The only saving grace is:the -
weather. | should like to move them to a cleaner place before :
one or other-of them catches some dangerous disease. B

‘What amazes me most is their cheerful disposition. They never

- seem to bemoan their poverty ; they laugh at it heartily. Whatever
they ‘do not possess bas to be improvised; and-yet my sister
-jokingly calls it by the proper, honorific Tibetan name — for
instance, she calls the jute mattress ‘the woollen, dragon-.
patterned carpet’. This kind of sarcasm appeals strongly tothe
Tibetan sense of humour and causes much laughter in-our
diminishing family circle. The evenings are nostalgically similar
to those we used to enjoy in timeless Tibet. Mother is engrossed
in-her daily devotions, turning her prayer-wheel in one hand,
counting the beads of her rosary with the other and medxtatwely
murmuring her prayers. Yangchung sits down to prepare -the
warp for tomorrow’s weaving, and I-sip some chang.

Due to her advancing age Mother has become extremely
religious. She has taken vows before some high lamas not to-eat
meat-or eggs and not to drink chang. She rises at 4 a.m; and goes
to the local monastery for her devotional exercises. Apart from
cooking, she spends her whole time preparing herself for the
next world. She tells me she feels very old, though she is not yet
0. She is very happy over her achievements in exile which are, -
to quote her, in the order of significance: blessings from’ the
‘pérson of His Holiness the Dalai Lama; pl]gmmages to the
‘Buddhist holy places in Tndiaand Nepal; and lastly, the modern

*ducation ‘that my youngest brother and I are receiving. Living

i hand to mouth does not seem to sadden her in any way.: . -

She and Yangchung have been standmg on thelr cwn fe
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life.” Unless compelled by necessity they do not accept even the
little milk powder that the Tibetans resident in Kalimpong get as
foreign aid. When I told them that I would be working for a
foreign voluntary agency in New Dclhi, they never even hinted
that I might get them some help. They have kept their charac-
teristically Tibetan self-reliance, which others are losing through
being given charity.

Since our escape Tibet itself has been the scene of an unin-
terrupted revolution, ceaseless purges and liquidation. For about
five years there was firm enforcement of the democratic reform,
with more thamzings, indoctrination mectings and work, and less
food. Then came Mao’s ‘great proletarian cultural revolution’,
when the Tibetan treasures of centuries were destroyed within
hours. The Red Guards on their rampage broke almost everything
that was breakable, and burned anything that was inflammable
which had been connected, no matter how remotely, with ‘the
relics of the feudal past’. When Mao at last tried, helplessly,
to halt any further destruction, the Red Guards’ mission was
almost complete. After the cultural revolution came a bloody
aftermath of internecine factionel fights.

The three years of chaos and anarchy provided an opportunity
for the suppressed Tibetan people to revolt against their Chinese
overlords. In Lhasa an organized revolt was led by Chinese-
trained Tibetan cadres; but all freedom movements were sup-
pressed in no time by Chinese occupation troops stationed in
Tibet. After the immediate suppression there were investigations
which led to a new wave of terror, called the ‘class cleansing
campaign’, which brought political imprisonment, mass purges,
and executions. By now the commune system has been established
in most parts of the country.

Refugees from the border areas continue to trickle across the
Himalayas, bringing more tales of terror. However, very few have
managed to escape from the interior of Tibet. The last refugees
from Sakya escaped in 1964. That year a Nepalese national of
Tibetan stock, called Deringsher, was permitted to leave Sakya.
His elder son had been imprisoned as a reactionary capitalist;
but the farmly managed to contact the Nepalese consul-general at



o tor settlmg thy
ur co operatlve .stlll undcr the voluble chazrmans}np .
ng; gave Doungshf:r swwife an official. letter.to. hand over -
‘urging us to return home. But’ unfortunately the was afraid
‘biing the letter to India, and after reading it she threw it away.
confirmed that the letter was ‘typically Red’. It.said that odr
rops for the past three years were safely stored away ; ‘our house
nd. be]ongmgs were untouched ; and the members of the co-opera-
ve were happier and healﬂner than ever before.
) (Sumlar ‘propaganda is put out by Radio Lhasa in a special
' programme for Tibetans in exile, broadcast daily. Apart from the
_comradely-lies and fervent calls to refugees to return home, it
' "'Qéz:ca'sionally includes interviews. with Tibetans whose relatives
are jn exile. The last time I heard one, a certain ‘Mrs Youdon
- was telling how much progress and prosperity had been achieved
~in the autonomous region since the liberation. She was sorry
- that her brother and relatives had been misled by the reactionary
upper strata, but the Party and the people would unconditionally
" pardon the refugees if they returned to the new Tibet. .
Despite the rosy picture of Tibet that the Peking propagandists
paint, the Tibetans continue to undergo unmitigated sufferings.
. Each new political campaign sweeps across the Tibetan plateau
tike' a cyclone, Hardly any corner, no matter how remote, is
. quljed So-although 1 have not heard from Sakya for eight years, 1
can-assumie with certainty that the Sakyans have suffered like the
other. Tibetans;




Glossary of Tibetan and Chinese
words used in the book

(There are various systems for transliterating Tibetan words:

the following glossary is intended as a guide only.)

Bardo
Bodshung
Bon
cham
chang
chang-ku
chapé
chitsog ringlung
chomé
choun
chorten
chuba
dayang
Dharma
dogpa
donnye
dré
duchung
dukchu

ganpo
garpa
Geluk-pa
geshé
gonkhang
gyalpo

period between death and rebirth
government of Tibet

pre-Buddhist shamanist religion of Tibet
dance performed by Jamas

beer

inscription placed on dead man’s effigy
scriptures

classless society

votive butter lamp

district

pagoda

robe

silver dollar

The Way, according to Buddhist religion
ritual against evil by clapping hands

legal commissioner

measure of weight

non-tax payer

Communist repentance meeting  (lit.,
‘tears of sorrow’)

local government agent

collection of nomad groups

Yellow Hat sect

doctor of divinity

type of monastery

king



- ginlap
khadar

" kang
Karma’

‘Khache

Khatsar
khel
Khushi -

~ Kunchok-Sum

kusang
Ja

lama
Ihakhang

{hamo
thoshang
lobjong
Losar
lungten
magdog
magmi-lamka
mantra
pak
patuk
phowa

phurpa

© Chinese "7
holy pill <
- céremonial scarf

‘high incarpate lama

- ‘unit of money

measure of Tand (1 35 acres)
sum of deeds that dctermmcs next hfe
Tibetan Muslim .
Tibetan with Nepalese mtxzenshlp :
measure of wexght (271 lbs)
freedom

also measure of area (2} acres) .
Buddhist Trinity (Buddha, Dharma,
Sangha) -
incense-offering ritual

suffix of respect

Tibetan Buddhist priest

temple where Buddhas and Boddh1satvas
are housed

Tibetan opera

comrade

political education

New Year festival

prophecy

ritual to prevent war

military roads

sacred text

dough made of tsampa, with chang or tea
head-dress :
service for the dead
lama’s sceptre
overlord

nomad leader
independence

yes

Mutual Aid Team
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Sangha

shabdag
shibsa
sho-gang
shugno
sog
sonam
sung-du

sutra

tamka

tantra

thanka

‘Thonpe Dronchung
thukpa

thamzing

tola

torma

tralpa
tsampa
tsedrung
tsewang
tsongpa
uchen
ume
Zodpa

GLOSSARY

religious community (as opposed to the

laity)

drinking contest

container for tsampa

coin

pleading

life-force

luck

ribbon worn round neck, carrying
blessings

text spoken by Buddha

silver coin

occult writing

Buddhist painted scroll
Communist production campaign
soup of bone-broth and flour
Communist accusation meeting
measure of weight

sacrificial object made of tsampa and
butter

tax-paying family

dried barley

monk official

blessing to bestow longer life
seller

printed script

written script

governor



" Date

< -£94°:
1943

o4
1943
1944
194_5
1946
1947
1948
"-1949
1950
1951
1952
1953
1954

1958

1956

) :Na;m' 9f Yoar

Tron Dragon
Iron Snﬂkc
Water Horse
Water Sheep
Wood Monkey
Wood Bird
Fire Dog

Fire Boar
Earth Mouse
Barth Bull
Irqn Tiger
Iron Hare
Water Dragon
Water Snake
Wood Horse
Wood Sheep
Fire Monkey

Date

1957

‘1958

1959
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
ig70
1971
1972
1973

Libetar C”alelldérﬁ':‘ "

Name of Year ° " )
Bire Bird -

Earth Dog
Earth Boar
Iron Mouse
Iron Bull
Water Tiger-
‘Water Horse
Wood Dragon
Wood Snake
Fire Horse
Fire Sheep
Earth Monkey
Earth Bird
Iron Dog

Tron Boar
Water Mouse
Water Bull




