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FOREWORD
By E D G A R S N O W

When I met Stuart and Roma Gelder in Peking in the
autumn of 1960 they urged me to join them in an
attempt to storm Tibet. After fifteen years' absence
from China the provinces alone seemed enough to
occupy me during a brief visit, but who would count
himself out on a possible view of the Potala? Just in
case a n y t h g came of their petition to Premier Chou
En-lai, I asked to be included. At that time the trip
proved impracticable chiefly because of old man
weather. Two years later Stuart and Roma quietly
(that is, without a word to me) went back to China,
made a second try and attained the unattainable. As a
personal lesson, this book proves how mistaken I was
in consohg myself, in 1960, that anyway 'I could have
learned little' (as I wrote) by 'spending a few days in
Lhasa as a guest of the Clunese authorities'.
Now to add insult to the professional injury of their
'we told you so', I have been asked to say grace for
the banquet spread before us by this team of intrepid
travellers. I cannot complain; I was fairly warned; I can
now only applaud their acluevment. And what a story
it is! Here is a work superbly realized from an opportunity largely created by human persistency, and from
rich materials woven together in a brilhant and vivid
tapestry that brings to life the most remote and forbidden of all the highlands of the world.
W e are fortunate that the Gelders were well prepared to understand so much of what they saw, to
photograph its contrasts of beauty and pathos with
fidelity, and to narrate the experience with honesty,
13
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humour and compassion. As a professional newspaper
man for many years, Stuart's record establishes his
credibhty. He first went to India, a youthful journalist,
thirty-eight years ago. O n the staff of the News
Chronicle of London for twenty years, he was its
correspondent in India where he followed the ups and
downs of the independence movement and became an
admirer and friend of Mahatma Gandhi.
During World War LI Stuart covered events in
China, Burma and India; his documentary book
The Chinese Communists reflected a foreknowledge
of revolutionary victory. Whlle a war correspondent
he was the first Englishman to bomb Japan-as
an observer with the 20th Bomber Command of
the U.S. Air Force. Later, when chef correspondent
of the News Chronicle in Washington, he and Roina
came to know American politics and politicians
and conceived a deep affection for the American
people. Throughout the McCarthy years Stuart
retained his faith and interest in both the United
States and China, and the judgment he had formed
of them. In their book Long March to Freedom,
published following his return to China with Roma in
1960, he was able to report changes and great progress
from pre-revolutionary memories of Chinese society
which few Western visitors nowadays bring to that
scene. A man of warm spontaneity and enthusiasm,
once he has made a judgement, Stuart obviously lives
with it; his marriage to Roma has lasted thirty-seven
years, and children and grandchildren, as well as
Roma's fortitude under the physical tests of Tibetan
altitudes, attest to its continued durability.
Whether or not one agrees with the implications of
thls book, few will read it without recognizing that it
is an honest inquiry made with no political comrnitments to any organized powers that be.
One is given ample space and air to read between the
lines. It informs rather than indoctrinates. If it is
contradictory in some respects, the facts themselvesor the elusiveness of facts-are often, as elsewhere on
the China landscape, to blame. As a pioneer work
The Timely Rain is both news and hlstory to enrich
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man's knowledge of revolutionary Tibet. As a
once-in-a-lifetime story, fellow writers will salute it
with a much deserved well done.
EDGAR SNOW

st.

Cergue, Switzerland

JOURNEY T O THE UNKNOWN

~n1960 we travelled more than 5,000 miles through seven Chinese
provinces as freely as we wished, but our report was incomplete because
we didn't see Tibet. W e couldn't go there, said Foreign Minister Chen
Yi, because in winter the return journey by land from Chengtu in
Szechuan or from Sining in Chinghai could take more than a month
and we hadn't so much time to spare.
We argued that even during a brief visit we could discover if
Tibetans were victims of genocide by the Chinese who were accused
of destroying them by starvation and murder.
In 1962 in his autobiography My Land and My People1 the Dalai Lama
wrote that:
Tens of thousands of his people had been killed, not only in
&tary actions but individually and deliberately. They had been
killed, without trial, on suspicion of opposing communism or for
hoarding money or simply because of their position, or for no reason
at all, but mainly and fundamentally they had been killed because they
would not renounce their religion.2 They had not only been shot but
beaten to death, hanged, scalded, buried alive, drowned, vivisected,
starved, strangled. These killings had been done in public; the victims'
fellow villagers and friends and neighbours had been made to watch
them; eye-witnesses described them to the Commission (of lawyers)
who compiled stories of refugees. Men and women had been slowly
lulled whle their families were forced to watch; small children had
been forced to shoot their parents.
We asked if we could be flown in, but Prime Minister Chou
En-lai said the government was short of suitable aircraft for this
hazardous journey. W e could not know if these were diplomatic
I.
2.
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evasions or genuine excuses, but we were promised that if we could
return in another year arrangements would be made for us to travel in
Tibet without restriction for as long as we liked. In 1962 we told
Peking we were ready and on I rth August we left London for Lhasa.
But it isn't Chairrnan Mao, Premier Chou or the Foreign Minister
who finally decide if you can go to the roof of the world. The last
word lies with another, entirely impersonal and non-political triumvirate: an electro-cardiogram, a blood-pressure tneasuring kit and
an X-ray macline at the Fu Wai Hospital. And if they say 'No,' all the
personal influence in China won't get you a ~ a r further
d
on your way.
No Everest climbers were more searchngly tested by the relentless electric pens which recorded our heart-beats clanging in our
heads like steam-hammers, the fluoroscope in the dark-room which lit
up our insides like neon signs and the mercury pumping painfully in the
pressure tubes so that we were sure our arteries must be wafer-thin.
Only when medical certificates pronounced us fit to live and work at
altitudes of 13,000 to 15,ooo feet was the rarest passport in the world
and the first to be issued to Westerners, placed in our hands.
We had asked Koo She-lone, the companion of our 1960journeys,
if he could come with us as secretary-interpreter, and after the doctors
had worked on him for a week, getting down his blood-pressure to the
permitted level we left for Lanchow where we were received in one
of the 300 to 500-room hotels which the Chnese inexplicably build
for tourists who aren't allowed to visit them. Our suite of lounge,
bedroom and bathroom was deliciously perfumed and huge dishes
of water-melon were brought to wash the dust out of our throats. It
was our last luxury for five weeks. At three o'clock in the morning we
began the ascent on the single-track railway to Sining, gateway to
Lhasa.
The cries of people loading and unloadmg luggage and the squeaks
of little black pigs wakened us as dawn was slowly lighting a wide
valley, and bare, deeply cleft mountains which enclosed it loomed
through the last pale shades of the night. Between them and the railway
track peasants were already working on the stony earth behind wooden
ploughs drawn by donkeys, oxen and mules.
Men and women were winnowing grain by tossing it in the air
with forks. Every foot of fertile earth was growing cabbages, potatoes,
onions, buckwheat and soya beans. Women and girls were gathering
a colourful harvest of ruddy apples, plums and persimmons from
orchards near every vdlage, whose mud houses might have been
anywhere in Mexico. CCzanne would have felt at home in this hard,
rolling, sunburned landscape. These might be the brown summer
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mountains of the Route Napoleon and the skies of Provence over the
baking fields. As we drew near to the city we saw on the horizon w h t
appeared to be red cathedrals towering hundreds of feet into the morning
These were vertical rock formations sculpted by wind and water.
vast apses had been formed, heightening the dusion of human architecture where the rock had been most deeply eroded.
Great industrial areas are being developed in West China, but in
this high hinterland more than six mihon peasants still live in the
cottages and use the tools of their ancestors of the Chinese Middle
Ages which politically ended here only thirteen years ago. The
people still face a bitter unceasing struggle with Nature but no
loi~gerlive in fear of War Lords whose avarice and cruelty can never
be forgotten or forgiven.

GATEWAY TO LHASA

From Sining you can walk up the dirt road just beyond the only hotel,
climb through the valleys on to the Chinghai uplands and travel crosscountry over the Tibetan plateau without coming to another town in
more than 2,000 miles. Until the Chinese occupied Tibet in 1951 this
was the only way to Lhasa from the east. Now a road has been driven
through the wild wastes and grasslands of the border 1,300 miles to
the Tibetan capital. The only other highway to the Holy City runs
I ,300 miles from Chengtu in Szechuan province, via Chamdo and over
some of the most formidable passes in the world rising to 15,ooo feet.
This was hacked out of the vertical mountainside by Chinese and
Tibetan labourers and Red Army soldiers who worked within inches
of 1,000-foot drops to make the hard shoulders which would enable
trucks to pass round hairpin bends.
Compared with the Szechuan route, the Sining-Lhasa road is a
gentle undulating journey. But when we arrived in early September
long stretches had been washed out by the heaviest summer rains for
fifty years, so that it would have taken us one or two back-breaking
weeks to cover the distance to Lhasa by jeep. The Chinese Government
had given us the choice of going to Tibet by air or land, but because
our time was limited, we had asked the Air Force to fly us in if the
weather was favourable. W e had hoped to stay only one night
in the unlikely opulence of the hotel at the edge of this wilderness
whch had been built by the City Communist Council only a
couple of hundred yards from the medieval mud homes of the local
peasantry.
But Air Force radio operators above Lhasa were telling the Sining
Commander that demoniac winds howling through the ice-cowled
peaks would tear the wings off our aircraft like gossamer moth wings
if we took offnow. The China-Tibet mountain ranges aren't the highest
in the world but here the weather can change from calm to furious
20
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storin and back to calm again within an hour so that for aircrews
they are the most dangerous.
~t wasn't surprising that the Buddhists, ignorant of meteorology,
believe this violent world is in the power of malevolent demons in
everlasting conflict with benevolent gods who have all their work cut
out to maintain brief uncertain periods in which human and animal
life can survive.
After dinner we stretched our travel-cramped legs by walking
through the town. Main streets in China are the broadest in the world.
There are no private cars and few motor vehicles of any kind but when
they are mass-produced, tunnels will have to be driven to enable
pedestrians to cross from one side to the other unless they are to be
slaughtered by the thousand. Sining main street is one of the broadest
of all. Now, with foot on accelerator and hand on horn, drivers
can scatter jay-walking citizens to safety.
At first sight the female population seemed to be composed of
black-cowled nuns. These were Moslem women. Their meidolk, in
grey-whlte pill-box hats, might have been figures in any Middle East
city. The new squat box-shaped shops and ofices had no national identity and might have been thrown up overnight anywhere on earth
where an oil strike or newly discovered mineral deposits had attracted
a flood of immigrants. Only weirdly and wonderfully dressed Mongolians and Tibetans, wearing sheepskin coats, leather boots with
upturned toe points and hats with outlandish ears, turquoise ear-rings
and carrying rosaries twined round their wrists, reminded us that we
had come to the country where two cultures meet.
At dawn Koo She-lone wakened us with a message from the airfield. We couldn't hope to fly for another twenty-four hours.
So we drove to Kumbum monastery of which Thubten Jigme
Norbu, the eldest brother of the fourteenth Dalai Lama, was formerly
abbot?
Five hundred ~ a r d beyond
s
the hotel the smooth macadamed road
came to an abrupt end and we pitched into a curtain of dust thrown up
by mule and donkey carts carrying vegetables into Sining over a deeply
pot-holed dirt track. Between one gear change and another we had
passed from the new sophisticated city into a countryside wlich was a
few steps and a thousand years away. Here, for the first time ill China,
we saw men, women and children in rags. But, incongruously, some
of them sat at the doors of their mud houses which were one-roomed
huts, eating breakfast from beautifully shaped and decorated bowls,
I. Thubten Jigme went to India when the Chinese first entered Tibet in
He now lives in the United States.

1951.
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the designs on which have remained unchanged for centuries. Corn.
pared with this peasant ware, tlie expensive new crockery sold
town shops is crudely decorated and shoddily finished.
all poplars, lining the rocky way through the closely cultivated
fields, again gave us the illusion that we were travelling through 1
southern French landscape until we were jolted back to China by
frantic swerves to avoid vegetable carts coming at us straight down the
centre of the track. With bruised bones we reached a long village where
it was market day, and slowly brushing our way through flocks of
chickens, goats, ducks, pigs and people came upon a row of white,
blue and gold chortens, the pagoda-shaped memorials of holy lamas,
parding the way to the monastery.
Thrty temples, the houses of the Abbot, the Dalai and Panchen
Lamas and high ecclesiastics, the cells and herinitages of the monks,
barns and store houses lay within the folds of the sun-parched hills
planted with cedars a i d juniper bushes. Thubten Jigme Norbu, like
h s brother the Dalai Lama, was born in a cow-byre at the small farmstead of their peasant parcnts in the poor village of Tengtser, two days'
journey on horse-back from this great religious town.
In h s autobiography Tibet is My Cou~ltrylhe has related to his friend
Heinrich Harrer, author of Sevevt Years irz Tibet2, that when he was an
infant, it became known to his father and mother that he was the
reincarnation of a famous monk, Tagtscr, and had inherited great
wealth through h s previous incarnations at Kumkbrn and froin other
monasteries besides.When he was eight years old this peasant child was dressed in fine
clothes and taken to his 'rich and splendid' inheritance. At Kumbum,
like a prince in a fairy-tale, dressed in silk-embroidered robes of fmest
quality, he was placed on his throne to receive the homage of the
Abbot and thirty other Rimpoches, the high dignitaries who were his
fellow monastic aristocrats. The boy from the dark windowless
cottage at Tengtser now ruled from a house filled with beautiful and
valuable treasures which according to Buddhist belief had been left
by himself to hinself when he departed from his previous body. Now
the child who had never seen a clock possessed fifteen, with little
cuckoos to pop out and tell him the time and a collection of lovely
musical boxes, from one of which a girl came out to dance to the
music, carrying in her hand a smaller box from which another dancer
appeared.
In his previous incarnation Thubten Norbu had achieved a great
reputation as a healer whch brought him a fortune. He had fled to
I.

& 2. [Rupert Hart-Davis]
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Mongolia from a tribal rebellion during which Kumbum was destroyed
by fire and froin there went to Russia, where h s healing powers were
in wide dcinand and he was handsomely rewarded. In middle life he
returned to Chinghai with a caravan full of treasures i n c l u h g the
cuckoo clocks and music-boxes. The wealth of t h s incarnation had
been passed on to his successive rei~lcarnationsand increased by shrewd
investment in property and land. The farins of the estates and monasteries yielded large revenues. They were leased to peasants under the
ancient feudal system by which they gave up a percentage of their
harvests to their landlord.
Five years after Thubten's birth another boy, named Lhamo
on drub, was born to his mother in the cow-byre at Tengtser. When
he was four, high lamas from Lhasa, disguised as merchants, came to
look for the new incarnation of the thirteenth Dalai Lama. recentlv
dead, in a house which had been seen, reflected in the waters of 6
lake near the Holy City, and under whose strangely shaped gutter pipes
the Regent had dreamed he saw standing the fourteenth Incarnation.
There, in Tengtser village, was the identical house, the home of
Thubten Norbu's parents. The 'inerchants' told the housewife they
were on their way to Chakhyung, and asked if they might rest awhle
in her kitchen. The leader of the search party, Kyetsang Rimpoche,
had dressed himself as a servant so that his con~panionsappeared to be
his superiors. In order to observe little Lhamo Dolldrub more closely
they asked if they might stay the night. They were made welcome and
played with the infant until it was h s bedtime. They were impressed
by him but if he was truly the reincarnation for whom they were
looking he must prove it by recognising certain objects which he had
possessed in his former life.
Kyetsang Rim~ochecarried among other things, the thirteenth
Dalai's rosary. The boy claimed it as his own and moreover saw
through the disguise and told Kyetsang he was a lama and, it is said, to
the amazement of his parents and the visitors, addressed him in the
Lhasa dialect, which had never been heard in Tengtser. He also recogllised a walking-stick and a sinall drum which had belonged to his
previous body. He took them in his hands and refused to part with
them. Without revealing their identity the 'merchants' left before
dawn, but returned to declare who they were. Now they carried with
them the thirteenth Dalai Lama's silver pencil and eating bowl as
well as indistinguishable replicas of them. The boy would have none
of the imitations.
This time Kyetsang Rimpoche also wore the former ~ a l a i ' srosary
round his neck and carried a replica in his hands but little Lhamo
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D ~ n d r u bknew his own and tried to p d the genuine beads from the
monk, crying out that it belonged to him.
The visitors also found, on examining the child's body, two ma&
on the shoulders, traces of an extra pair of arms, whlch all true incam+
tions possessed. There could now be no doubt that the fourtenth Dali
Lama was dscovered.
The romantic story was complete. The peasant boy was taken to
his capital where he would reign from the mighty Potala Palace until
he &ed and was reborn to reign again. His father, who was made a
duke and his inother now a duchess went with him to the Holy City,
where the great ecclesiastical and lay lords received them with the
reverence and high respect due to parents who had been chosen by the
gods to bring back the Dalai Lama to the world from the 'Honourable
Field'.' They were given lands and riches and their other children were
ennobled and enriched likewise.
Until 1951, when the Chmese Communists came to Tibet, they
lived happily ever after.
Thubten Jigme Norbu, who had been elected Abbot of Kumbum,
was living the last chapter of his fairy-tale when Ma Pu-fang, Chiang
Kai-shek's Governor in Sining, fled before the advancing Communist
army, taking with h m all the treasure he could pack into his private
plane and abandoning h s troops to rob the local peasantry of food
and every valuable they could lay hands on.
Governor Ma had exploited Buddhism but he had not suppressed
it. In a country where the oppression of corrupt officials was accepted
with long-practised resignation, his behaviour did not occasion protest
from the lay and ecclesiastical aristocracies even though the price of
their peace was the payment of tribute when the governor's bank
account was running low.
It was true that Thubten Norbu's little brother, Lhamo Dondrub,
was found to be the Dalai Lama, but the boy had not been allowed
to leave China for Tibet until a large sum of money had been paid to
Ma Pu-fang. The monks who had dscovered the Incarnation could
not raise the money until a party of rich merchants, t r a v e h g to
Lhasa, lent it to them. But the public practice of religious beliefs had
never been forbidden nor had the local war lords been so foolish as
to put out of business the monastic landlords who put such generou
taxes into their pockets.
It was understandable that the Abbot and his monks should fear that
Communists would seize their treasure and property and destroy their
I.
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G A T E W A Y TO L H A S A

2s

religion as well. But if the Dalai Lama's brother was so ready to
believe, even before he met them, that these godless men would be
cruel and ruthless oppressors, they certainly outraged him as soon
as they arrived by their total lack of sympathy with h s religious
outlook on social problems. Eleven years later we were well able to
imagine hs dismay when twenty monks, who had made it, proudly
&owed us a screen six feet h g h and eighteen feet wide, sculptured out
of one and a half tons of butter. This depicted the weddmg journey of
the Princess Wen Cheng who went from Sian, China's ancient capital,
to Lhasa in the seventh century to marry the King of Tibet and took
Buddhism with her. The wedding coach, the escorting nobles on
prancing horses, the border landscape with rivers, boats, trees and
flowers, houses, deer and huntsmen with their hounds, were exquisitely
carved and delicately coloured in the minutest detail by the artists,
who began to learn this craft when they were boys. T h s fantastic
piece of work had been completed in the previous January. Now it was
slowly disintegrating. In the New Year they would begin another. Cut
in stone in a Christian cathedral, it would be as renowned as the windows of Chartres. Here it was housed in a dilapidated barn for the folk
from the surrounding country, who had donated the butter, to see.
In early September a rancid stench advertised its presence.
In the winter of 1949 the new Communist Governor of Chmghai
had lectured Thubten Norbu on his duties to the peasants, now liberated from feudal o pression by the People's Army. The lands of
Kumbum, he said, s o d d be distributed amongst the population, and
monks should work, instead of idling around the monastery, wasting
time praying and frittering away money on incense and wasting large
quantities of butter in religious ceremonial. Beggars should be given
jobs.
Wearily r e c a h g this ordeal, the former Abbot wrote that they
had been talking at cross-purposes.
If the Communist was being impossibly pompous the unhappy
monk was naive in his simplicity when he complained that the Governor would not or could not understand that 'almsgiving was one of
the fundamental obligations of our religion and that the beggars were
therefore fulfilling a useful function in society'. He probably could not
have astonished the Marxist more if he had given him a prayer wheel
as a goodwill present.
But if Thubten Norbu was a little lacking in ~oliticalsensibility
he didn't lack courage, for when the Governor asked him to issue an
immediate order forbidding the brming of any more butter the Abbot
firmly refused and told him that if he wanted this done he must do it
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himself. Confounded by this brave resolution, the atheist soldier
declared he had no such intention and conceded that the authorities
would have to proceed to reform step by step. Eleven years after
their conversation the sculptured butter screen confirmed that progress
continued to move at an unforced unhurried pace.
Worshppers still come to the shrines, carrying their small butter
lamps in their hands to burn in propitiation for their sins in thls life
and the hope of a more coinfortable existence it1 their next, and the
gold and jewelled Buddhas still sit, impassive and undisturbed, in the
shadows cast by the soft light of hundreds of butter flames flickering
from enormous bronze and silver vessels at their feet.
As we arrived at the first temple of the monastery, two Mongolian
women and a small boy and girl appeared at the gates. Their long
wdd tangles of hair fell over their shoulders. They wore sheepskin
coats stiff with grease and dirt, and skirts decorated with strips of brightly
coloured leather. Round their necks, and from richly embroidered
belts, hung long ropes of red and blue beads and large silver &scs. In
their hands the women carried tiny and beautifully wrought silver
cups in which small butter lights were burning. Without a glance to
either side, apparently ~mconsciousof our presence, they walked slowly
past us and disappeared silently into the shine like apparitions from the
lost world of Genghis Khan.
Now only 400 of the 3,000 men who were here before the Communists came remain to live out the quiet monotonous rhythm
of the Buddhist Religious. The Chinese say that after the Tibetan
rebelhon in 1959, when the government decreed that all monks were
free to remain in monasteries or go as they pleased, the monks of
Kumbum, which is in China proper, were also 'liberaied', and that
those who went from here returned to lay life to marry and settle
down as farmers, craftsmen, labourers and clerks. But it is also probable
that, as Thubten Norbu reported, many fled before the Coinmunists
arrived because they feared they would be persecuted or kdled. It is
also likely that others went because they saw no future in a monastic
life which Communist unbelievers might not destroy but could not be
expected to encourage. And there would be more who, having been
given to Kumbum as religious offerings when they were chldren,
were glad to be quit of a life for whch they had no vocation but from
which their fears of heavenly retribution would not allow them to
escape before.
Certainly Thubten Jigme Norbu and the departed monks never
saw Kurnbum in its present splendour.
The temple where we met the Mongolians might have been created
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by a monk designer for the delight and terror of children. For this
quiet and sacred place was also a bizarre and barbaric setting for a play
where one would not have been surprised to see outlandsh pantomime
characters come tumbling down the sanctuary steps to perform in the
courtyardbelow. This was like an Elizabethan stage, flanked by galleries
for an audience. Looking down from them now, as if they expected us
to throw them titbits, were stuffed horses, bears, cows and impudentfaced monkeys occupying the vacant seats. The walls were garish
with delicately painted pictures of exquisite torments suffered by the
danmed in manifold Buddhist hells. Immedately inside the temple
entrance, where the placid deities gazed through a tlin haze of butter
smoke into the autumn light, the stuffed white horse of the eighth
Panchen Lama, his neck garlanded with white hatas (good-luck scarves),
stood waiting as if he expected the god to descend at any moment and
ride off on h s back over the mountains to the Holy City of Lhasa.
The local taxidermist had a keen sense of humour for he had succeeded in giving all lis animals the expressions of comical human
characters.
When we walked out of the village into Kumbum we stepped
from realitv into a chld's dream world of gods
and demons where ugood
0
and evil spirits lived it1 stones and trees and animals were the souls of
humail dead who had returned to earth. If they were good bears,
horses, cows and monkevs they might find redemption Tn the next
roundof existence as me; and Lomen again. ~ c c o i d i nto~the belief
of Tibetan Buddhists.' if vou don't live virtuouslv in one life vou mav
be punished by having to live again on a lower ;lane. If you are rich
and powerful, but misuse your gifts, you might be chastened by being
reborn poor and humble but if your misbehaviour is really serious
you rniiht not be reincarnated in human form at all but could'reappear
on earth as a mouse or a flv. So Tibetans have a s~ecialreason to be
kind to animals. After all, if you beat your mare dr dog you may be
beating your aunt or grandfather, and personal sentiments apart,
this could seriously prejudice your position in your next existence.
Strangely enough, this situation causes no embarrassment in Tibetan
social relations, for if one meets a poor ragged old monk like LO
Tsang Geng-den the keeper of this temple at ~ u m b u m ,it doesn't
occur to one that he might have lived disreputably when he was
on earth before nor did one assume that the more richly attired Chu
Cheng Chien-chuo, w l ~ oreceived us in the name of the senior
Abbot, absent on a pilgrimage to Lhasa, was a more reputable character. For while to Tibetan Buddhists their religious belief is a convenient
way of explaining the human &lemma invan otherwise inexplicable
4
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universe, they have been like other people in the world, rich or poor
for much the same reasons.
Lo Tsang Geng-den came to Kumbum forty-six years ago as a poor
boy without a dowry, and whlle he might now be advancing spiritually towards such perfection that dead, he might go straight to heaven
and never have to return to endure human life again, he had obviously
made no material progress here.
Chu Cheng Chien-chuo had come from a more prosperous family
who could afford to pay an entrance fee to the monastery, so that he
had got off to a better start. Unlike his poorer brother monk, he did
not become a monastery servant but learned to read and write. So he
was now well qualified to be Kumbum's representative on the Nationalities Commission, set up by the government in all parts of China
where there are racial ninorities, to protect their interests.
Although monks are not a racial minority, they form a separate
community with a separate culture, and so have been given an official
voice through selected representatives who see no conflict of interests
between a government which doesn't believe in gods and monks who
assume that spirits live in every juniper bush.
We at first mistook Chu Cheng Chien-chuo for a civilian, as he
wore dark trousers, tunic and soft peaked cap, but when we said we
wished to photograph him he changed into his best monks' clothes
with gold-thread trimmings and the embroidered, thick-soled boots of
a prosperous lama. In this more appropriate dress he escorted us
through the steep narrow streets and courts of the monastery in which
we should have been lost without a guide.
Newly gilded roofs and Buddhst symbols shone from every hrll
Intricately carved eaves of temples were freshly painted in red, green,
blue and gold, and everywhere walls were decorated with charmingly
coloured ceramics in relief, of deer, pastoral scenes, monkeys and
legendary animals and pious murals.
Chu Cheng Chien-chuo told us that the Peking Government had
given 300,000 yuan1 for restorations and redecorations since the monastery's lands and their revenue had been taken over by the state. The
dimikshed community was no longer s e l f - s ~ ~ ~ o r &
Aged
~ . and
infirm monks were given small government pensions of a few shllings
a month, presumably provided from the profits of confiscated manors.
Younger, able-bodied men worked to grow food on land whch Kumbum had been allowed to retain for its own use. But it was not forbidden to accept alms and the devout peasantry still made gifts of food
I.
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and money to monks, who were also able to earn extra incolne by
conductingspecial prayer services for the laity in their own homes and
oficiiatingat religious weddings and funerals.
Were the peasants still as religious as before?
'yes,' said Chu Cheng Chen-chuo. 'A government can't destroy
beliefs which have been a part of people's lives since they were
children.'
But the people are no longer subservient to monastic secular rule
and no longer dependent on Kumbum, of wluch they were tied tenants,
for their livings. Religion is tolerated by the Communists and the
faithful are not denied the right to practise it. Also they are no longer
cornpelled to support it by taxation or induced to make gifts, by threats
of ecclesiastics that they will suffer heavenly retribution if they don't.
Kumbum is still a centre of devotion but no longer exercises political
or economic authority over the neighbourhood.
We could hardly expect tlus young man who supported the new
government, to express regret that this change has come about, for
he now occupies a more important position than he held under the old
order. But when we asked him what he thought of the new situation he
showed no hesitancy or embarrassment when he answered: 'The
majority of the peasants and the majority of the monks were poor before. Some monks and some laymen were very rich. I thlnk the big
change is that no one now is rich at the expense of others.'
But what about the impoverishment of religion?
He replied: 'The Communists don't believe in it, but they don't
persecute it. You can't impoverish religion itselt'
Even if the Communists had wished to do so there was no need
to persecute the few harmless monks in worn-out clothes, stiff with the
dirt and spilled rancid butter grease of years, who shuffled round the
silent streets and altars which had once been alive with more than a
thousand men.
Perhaps if the buildings of Kumbum had been flaking and crumbling
in decay they would have appeared less melancholy to us than they &d
in their fresh gay brilliance. The greatest religious foundation in China
is now a splendid stage set for a majestic play which cannot be produced
because only 400 of the cast of 3,000 who were needed to perform it
are still there. Those who remain are figures in a small charade in
which, lost among the colossal props, they can hardly be seen.
But there were some remarkable individual performances in the
wings where monks mimed their rituals out of sight of any audience.
Before a lovely shrine, housed beneath a jade, gold and crimson
roof, a tall bearded man was prostrating in penitential exercises before
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a row of images who smiled down on him with expressions of benevb
lent but faintly amused approval. He wore woollen pads on both palm
to protect them from hot friction with two broad parallel stri s d
wood worn to glassy smoothness. He flung himself down an slid
forward on lis hands until his body, face downwards, was pressed
close to the ground. Then, without bendnig his knees, he raised and
lowered himself slowly, supporting his weight with rigid arms a
dozen times before springing to his feet again. His breath softly whistling
from h s deep chest like a blacksmith's bellows, hc was continuing this
ceaseless rhythmic movement a half-hour later when we left him, and
two hours afterwards we saw his figure slowly rising and falling as we
passed through the court again. Chu Cheng Chien-chuo explained that
this monk was gaining great merit by his strenuous devotions which he
would probably continue until he was completely exhausted or even unconscious. Si~icea thousand prostrations counted only as one according
to mystical Buddhst calculations, it obviously took superhuman endurance and resolution to make a reputable score in the eyes of the gods.
As we watched him, we remembered a confession by the former
Abbot, Tl~ubtenNorbu, that he was quickly tired by these exercises
and gave up after only a few prostrations. It was all very well for him.
He had stored up a large credit of merit in his former lives so that he
could now afford to live on h s capital without further effort. Judging
by his enormous exertions, the bearded monk must have dissipated
his spiritual reserves in his previous incarnation and bequeathed to
himself in his present life a load of debt which he was now working
hard to pay OK With odds of a thousand to one against him, it didn't
seem a very good bet that he would be in credit before he died, so
perhaps if we returned to Kumbum twenty years hence we might
find him in a new body, still sweating it out.
W e should have been unimaginative travellers if we had felt no
momentary nostalgia for the past, described with such evocative
sympathy by the former Abbot, for an ordered world in which all
men knew their places and were without envy of their neighbours,
who were in better ones. Because, knowing they had brought their
fates upon themselves by their foolishness in previous lives, the poor
and oppressed and aficted bore their adversities, not only without
resentment but with hope because they were now being given another
chance of a more joyful life when this unfortunate existence was
mercifully ended and they were reborn. The rich and powerful could
accept their good fortune as reward for their personal excellence.
If they were momentarily disturbed by the sufferings and hardships of
their lesser brethren they could instantly dismiss their qualms with the
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thought that but for the grace of their own superiority they would
have been similarly punished.
Here was a security which could not be rudely &sturbed by social
change and progress. Inevitable &scomfort ensued when men rashly
brought it upon themselves to make their own justice instead of leaving
its dispensation to the gods.
In such a world the people of Tibet and its monastic satellite societies,
which the Dalai Lama has described as without envy, would become
envious of others, like all who lived in foreign countries where freedom
was synonymous with licentiousness when it preferred material progress
to spiritual advancement.
Perhaps we should have sympathised less with the Abbot's comforting illusions if we had been Pa Tei &ang Chu, the little monk in
rags whose home was a stable on a hillside which he shared with a few
cGckens and pigs. W e couldn't ask him how he felt about the disruption
of the old unchanging life of the monastery where he had lived since
he was eight yearsola, for he was a deaf-Ate.
He gently pressed our hands in his and uttered unintelligible sounds
which hs poor. .neighbour, who lived in an earth cell next door,
assured us was hls welcome.
But perhaps Pa Tei Chiang Chu was the most fortunate monk of all.
No one could tell him that he was living; the life of a destitute tramp
because he had misbehaved hnlself in his Lrnler life. So in his ignoranLe
how could he bv acts of contrition put himself right with the gods in
the hope that they would give himLagood pair :fears with Gs next
body? Or in their inscrutable charity, had they already rewarded him
at birth by blessing him with an affliction which also freed h m from
the fears khich Grmented his brethren, because he was innocent of
any sense of guilt?
' This waslour first meeting with Buddhism and we had begun our
journey in Kumbum a little self-consciously, fearful lest we might commit an irreverent act by speaking too loudly in a temple or forgetfully
turning our backs on the gods as we walked out. The monks, who
accepted cigarettes and struck matches on the ~edestalsof deities in the
courtyards and lit up under their noses, put us at our ease. We had
been even more nervous of personally offending these holy men in
whose minds cleanliness had no connection with godliness and whose
feet looked and smelled as if thev hadn't been washed since they
were born. So they might have thought us stand-ofish but for the
screen of tobacco smoke which now made intimate conversation
possible.
The loneliest inhabitants here are the Buddhas in the great prayer
V
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house where every day they used to hear the voices of the great corn.
munity chanting their office. Now there are long gaps which will never
be filled in the low thick-carpeted benches covering the vast floor,
which are the choir stalls.
Vivid banners hung from the imnlense walls. Tall pillars supporting
the high roof, clothed in richly coloured overlapping scalloped tapestry,
resembled rows of giant figures in Plantagenet costume.
Before we left we were offered tea from a small pitcher in a kitchen
where it was once made for 3,000 monks and their guests on festivd
days. 111former days food was cooked in three metal vats each of which
could have concealed a dozen men.
Chu Cheng Chien-chuo suggested we should return next day to
make more film if we were unable to leave for Lhasa. The weather
report was still hopeless in the morning and we accepted his invitation,
Perhaps the prayers of our friend the bearded monk, who after a
night's sleep was continuing his devotional exercises, might help to
placate the furies over the mountains. At any rate, early on the third
day the Air Force reported that they were quieter and we could make a
dash for an intermediate airfield from whch we should have a better
chance of getting through to Tibet in rapidly changing wind and
cloud.
Over the turquoise ice-shored lake of Koko Nor we flew into the
back of the Chinghai beyond.

I'otala I'alacc froin the Norbulirlgka road at sunsct

Lhasa Valley from a Potala roof

I

Detail of butter sculpture made by lainas at Kumbum Monastery, Chinghai.
The entire work, 6 feet high and 18 feet long, was carved from one and a half ;
tons of butter. This is the first colour picture to be taken of this fib~llous ,
Tibetan art
I
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When we had asked if it was forbidden to take photographs during the
air journey the Chinese authorities had replied, 'Only from the aircraft
on the approaches to Tibet.' They could hardly have imagined that our
cameras were filled with X-ray lenses which would absorb enough light
to expose film through aeroplane windows opaque with frost at
22,000 feet. Or they were joking.
NO one would take up the dreary underpaid job of spying if he
were intelligent and energetic enough to make a living at any other
trade. This is perhaps the reason why professionals usually appear
even sillier than their fictional counterparts and why their government
employers, who must justify the money they spend on Secret Services,
disown them as soon as they are caught. They caimot admit they waste
money on such dolts, especially since the really valuable information
can always be had for nothing.
There has never been a shortage of scientists who really know how
to blow the world to bits and are anxious to give their blueprints to an
'enemy' so that everyone will possess the deterrent whch all will be
afraid to use, and so save us all from destruction. But they can never
persuade a professional 'enemy' agent to accept them for nothing. Tlis
would spoil the market. So they are soon inevitably caught as they
almost certainly never would be if they were not forced to behave as
spies are expected to behave. They usually have a few enemy pounds in
their pockets, hardly enough to give them a decent week's holiday at
the seaside.
If the Chinese are as inscrutable as they are supposed to be, they
should be very good at this sort of thing. They are no good at all.
We were gulping oxygen through our masks and staring at a frosty
blur of propellers thrashing the t h n air over the mountains which
school maps had told us forty years earlier were down below, when an
officercame to see us. 'They' would be obliged, he said, if we didn't
C
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report the name of the place where we would come down in a few
minutes. Since we couldn't kee a secret if we didn't know it, we asked
its name. He immediately to1 us, but we can't repeat it because we
have forgotten it.
W e Gnded on a salt desert as empty as the surface of the moon.
enclosed by razor-edged ice and snow-covered peaks. The men whd
maintain this staging post,an ice-box in winter, a furnace in summer,
live in a group of unheated wooden huts at the edge of the runway.
Now the nlountain devils were whipping up such a furious storm
over the Tangla Range that we couldn't take off for Lhasa, and Roma,
shvering and shaking in her thck padded clothes, was ordered to
bed by a major-doctor. Our chef pilot said she would have time to
recover; some travellers had been held down here for weeks. Had we,
after all, turned our backs carelessly on some offended Kumburn god
who had now struck her down and coniured legions of demons to close
the gates of the Holy City when we wgre alm&t in sight of them? We
hopid the prostrating bearded monk was still interceJing for us as he
had promised. Perhaps, with the clairvoyant powers sometimes attributea to lamas, he L d already sensed &r pl&ht and accelerated his
exercises to speed Roma's recovery. The doctor said it was a long warm
s l e e ~and the effect of ailtibiotics which brought down her temDerature
so b a t she was just well enough to stagger up for dinner. ~ ; twhen,
late that night, the meteorological officer reported that the new storm
was dying, we.* gave all credit to our protector in the monastery nearly
a thousand rmles away.
No people are mbre practical than the Chinese and occasionally
none can be more inex~licablvlackine in common sense. What is
surprising about their rZcent Lstory is not that they have suffered
setbacks in their crash plan to industrialise China but that without
experience they have bigun developing a modern state at unprecedented speed. They have organised a great steel industry. They have
designed and built huge hydro-electric and water-conservation schemes
of enormous complexity, yet you will be lucky if you are not kept
awake in the best hotels, whose food and service are usually excellent,
by dripping taps and water-closet ballcocks which don't work properly.
Mdions of gallons of water must drip to waste every day.
The major-doctor, who was taking a turn as duty officer, served
us a dinner at the salt-desert airfield cooked bv an Air Force chef who
would qualify for a job at one of Peking's best iestaurants which are the
equal of any in France and better than most.
But the most nauseous lavatories in France, than which there are
few more repelling on earth, except at Kuwait Airport, where they
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are rich enough to make them of gold, were fragrant bowers compared
to the nightmares into which we found our way through the night.
unliketlie wooden living huts, these massive structures were permanent brick and concrete halls in which one squatted over trough
constructedat such an angle that they were choked with the defecations
of
visitors. Behnd their rear walls, and running along their
length, were wide deep moats into which, presumably, this
horrific debris was washed down when the squatting platforms became unusable. Between these lavatories and the nearest mountains
was fifty or sixty miles of unoccupied plain, but it hadn't occurred to
the architect to have trenches dug, protected by canvas screens and
filled up and replaced by new trenches when necessary. Having put
up the brick and concrete monuments, the victims were stuck with
them, monstrous moats and all.
Later, in England, when turning out the contents of a desk, we
came upon a photograph of the first cottage in which we lived thirtyfive years ago in a Nottinghamshire village. The earth closet, a few
yards from the kitchen door, was emptied by the council night-soil
man twice a year. W e endured it for one summer and fled. We determined then that we had made our last odious comparisons between
China and England or anywhere else.
Before dawn a gap opened in the weather, wide enough for us to
pass through safely. As we hurried to breakfast we saw our plane taking
off on a test run. To lose an engine at 23,000 feet over the wildernesses
ofice between here and Lhasa would mean our certain end. Ifwe weren't
lucky enough to be killed outright in a crash there would be no hope of
rescue.
The cold bit through our layers of cotton, padding and fur, but
just before take-off soldiers came running with heaps of quilts which
they threw into the aircraft with warning shouts to us to keep warm.
We were the first from the West to go to Tibet for eleven years. We
weren't going to be the first to die getting there if they could help it.
We climbed in wide circles to reach 20,000 feet above the first
mountain barrier before we turned to cross it.
Now we flew south-west to Tan Hsiung, the highest airfield in
the world, 13,000 feet above sea-level.
Below the starboard wing, white reflected sunlight flashed from
the windscreens of trucks, traced for us the thin course of the SiningLhasa road snaking through the Chinghai foothills to the north.
Our feet began to freeze in our wool-lmed boots. Roma, masked
and encased in her padded coat and pants like a spacewoman, was
adjusting her oxygen control when a burst of hot air froin the gaping
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end of a flexible metal pipe lying on the floor blasted my ankles. ~t had
been there yesterday, but probably, with the traditional Chinese aver.
sion to making direct statements, the chef pilot hadn't cared to mention
it until he was sure it would work. Better first to provide quilts md
blankets. Now we threw them off,loosened the fastenings of our coats
and relaxed in soporific warmth.
A few years ago t h s flight was thought to be impossible. The eastern
air-route over the Himalayas between Chabua, Dinjan in Assam and
Kunming had been pioneered by the American Air Force and the
C h e s e civil airline, when the Japanese overran the Burma road, to
maintain the only link between India and China. Scores of planes
disappeared in the mists of those borderlands. Climbing safely at
23,000 feet over the highest mountains on the maps, many had exploded into them a thousand feet below their peaks. I had made many
of these blind journeys. After the first three or four you weren't afraid
of being killed because you learned to die before you started and put
your trust in the Douglas and Curtis factorymeil who had made you
good aeroplanes, the skill and guts of the American insurance clerks
and farmers and students who flew them and the prevaihg westerly
winds whch helped you into Yiinnan. But from Chinghai you looked
straight into the wind's teeth, dripping icy saliva on the edges of your
wings.
While an army of soldiers and civilians began to &g out a 1,300mile trace to Lhasa from Sining, a group of Chinese Air Force pilots
and navigators began to grope a way through the high valleys. It
wasn't a job for intrepid dashing adventurers. It was important to get
as far as they could and survey the ground they could cover with
meticulous accuracy, but it was more important to return with
their marked charts. If they didn't they had only shown the way to
disaster for another crew.
Everyone came back safely until the last, which was also the first
aeroplane to land in Tibet, had the complete picture of the route. From
that day on all aircraft had got through, but only because they didn't
take off unless pilots and navigators could see most of the way with
their own eyes.
W e moved over glittering peaks and high snowfields which
looked near enough to touch if one could have leaned out of the
windows. Sometimes we passed so close that the slipstream of the propellers kicked up flurries of snow behind us. Then we were flying
between ice gorges into fantastic bottomless valleys and turning again
away from frozen walls through which there was no gap from one
horizon to another.
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1 dropped my mask from my face to get a clearer view and war
wakenedhalf an hour later by a steep diving turn in which the pistons
sounded as if they were bursting through the sides of the engines. We
were screaming through blinding cloud and the altimeter needle was
down to 14,500 feet. Koo She-lone's eyes glanced over his mask-a
reassurance or a mute gesture of resigned farewell? Now Roma was
waving a hand to attract my attention and pointing down. We were
levelled out over a long green valley flanked by the shining icy heads
of mountains whose shoulders were buried in vast capes of snow.
~undredsof animals were running from the noise of our motors which
were now being throttled back so that I could hear her saying, 'They're
yaks.'
We were on top of the world.

JOURNEY IN REVERSE

Soldiers with rifles stood every hundred yards on either side of the
ru~wa~--~uardingit from rebellious Tibetan saboteurs? We asked
why they were there.
'To shoot yaks if they stampede and run in the path of a landing
aircraft,' said the young o&er who helped us with our luggage into a
reception hut. 'The ground is too hard here to drive in fence posts and
we had some nasty moments when the first flights came in before we
had the sentries. It's a cold and lonely job but the traffic isn't heavy.'
An Air Force doctor came to measure our blood-pressures, They
were above normal, but lle reassured us: 'It happens to everyone.
All the same, don't stay up here too long or you won't feel well.
We'll try to get you away in half an hour.'
I had hardly assured him that I couldn't have felt better when my
eyes began todlose focui and my head swam with nausea. ~ o i a
handed nle a mug of tea. After a few minutes reclining in a chair the
furniture came into sharp outline again and I noticed that she was
quietly writing in her diary. Surely only sex prejudice or a feminine
inmfference to such impractical pursuits prevented a woman from
being the first to reach the South Pole or the summit of Everest.
Our chef pilot came to tell us that if we had been an hour later
taking off it would have been impossible to land. Cloud whlch had
blinded our approach had now closed in over the last range and he and
his crew were likely to be grounded for the rest of the week.
As he talked, his face receded until it was a small blur like my
bedroom window, which in childhood fevers had become a small
square of light at the end of a long grey tunnel, and then reappeared
in normal size as though it was tied to my eyes on elastic string which
stretched and shrank as they tried to keep it in its usual place.
A driver came to say he was ready. Someone heaved me to my
feet and I floated into the yard to which I felt I was only held down by
38
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the heavy cameras and tape-recorchng gear oil my shoulders. It was
ten o'dock when we rattled out on to the last stretch of the SiningLhnsa road in a bus in whch Keystone Comedy stunt-men would
have refused to travel without danger money.
We had thought the city was vaguely round the corner until we
asked what time we should arrive. The driver replied that he could
make the journey in nine or ten hours if we weren t bogged down by
floods, and the next moment crashed down screaming gears to stop
in the middle of a rocky stream over which rode a cavalcade of Tibetan
horsemen.
Dressed in bright embroidered boots, and fur hats with longbarrelled rifles, bows and quivers of arrows and gleanling swords
slung from shoulders or belts, they turned in their saddles to stare in
slow surprise at our white faces. W e were a type of Chinese they had
never seen before. They passed slowly by the windows to get a closer
look at us, and then, shouting with laughter, galloped up a long slope
towards a group of black yak-hair tents at the foot of a mountain.
These were herdsmen who had come to take part in an arche~festival
at the weekend.
The driver of a lorry carrying petrol from Sining, which was half
capsized in a ditch further up the road, helped to push us out of the
water and we staggered on with our feet drumming on the vibrating
floor which threatened to slide off the chassis, and us with it, at every
pothole between which there were only brief intervals of solid ground.
The last spring had stretched itself out and died a hundred journeys
ago, and for all the buoyancy they gave the tyres, almost flat on the
wheel-rims, would have been more useful as boot-soles. W i t h a
few ininutes Roma had discovered how to survive the next mile without
a broken back. She held on to the top of the seat in front and rode the
bus like a buclung horse, rising and Ialling and leaning with the jolts.
Soon we all got into the rhythm. The vehicle, propelled by madly
galloping passengers led by fair-faced demons from another world,
may now be a legend in those wild lands.
The road-makers had cut the first highway through north-east
Tibet parallel with the River Kyi, which raced and boiled in flood
through a wide enchanting valley sheltered by the snow mou~tains
and carpeted with small daisy-shaped, deep blue flowers.
Hundreds of inquisitive little brown mouse-hares ~ o y p e dout of
holes in the ground when they heard us coming, took a quick look at
us and popped down again out of sight of gliding eagles and huge
hawks.
This was the edge of the lands of the nomads and the eleven and a
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half nlilhon yaks and sheep which outllumber human beings of Tibet
by more than ten to one. Herds grazed between river and mountah
as far as we could see. Every few ~nileswe came upon a camp of yakhair tents which were the honles of herdsnie~land their families. These
were ringed by low walls of the wooden saddles and bright wool
of riding and pack animals.
Grazing in the water-meadows beside the river were splendid ponies
with long nianes and tails. They were all the colours of new-washed
pebbles on a beach, pure whte, cream, pale pink, chestnut, grey and
black. W h a i we stopped to rest, Inen rode over on their beautiful
beasts to pass the tiilir of day and their wives brought the chldren to
see the bus and look at Roma, who was the first white woman they had
ever seen. They asked our driver, who spoke some Tibetan, from
what part of China she came, for since she wore Chinese winter clothes
she must be Chnese. But they had never before seen a woman with
such light skin and round eyes. He explained that we had travelled
across the world from England. They laughed and nodded and were
satisfied. England was evidently a province beyond Chmghai of which
they hadn't heard. The dark-skinned women with the fine aquiline
features of Romany gypsies, wore long black dresses covering their
ankles. Panels fell over their backs from their shoulders, decorated
with rows of metal, mother of pearl and turquoise discs. On their
heads, tilted rakishly, some wore pearl string caps. At first glance they
appeared to be suffering from a disease which blotched their faces.
This was kutch, a mixture of earth which Tibetans smear on the
skin to protect it from the fierce sun and winds of these high exposed
uplands.
At Yang Pa Ching, where the snow-line ended and the road became
narrower and steeper in its last sixty miles fall into the Lhasa Valley,
the bus wheezed into the yard of a lorry-drivers' camp where two
Russian-made jeeps were waiting to take us on to the city.
My feet felt as if they were shod in deep-sea diving-boots as I
walked slowly to a hut where lunch was served, and my head was a dull
sick throb. Koo She-lone's blood-pressure, whch was still abnormal
when we left Sining, had mounted with the ascent to the airfield,
and he sat staring listlessly at a plate of grey, hard strips of dried fish.
There were comforting hot noodles and iron-tough biscuits which we
soaked in tea.
Women from an adjoining room, engaged in making quilts, left
their task to crowd in our doorway and watch us feed, and a swarthy
handsome young man with a tangle of black hair to his shoulders,
~ e a r i n ga single long turquoise ear-ring, came to the open window
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near where our table was set, leaned his arms on the sill and grinned

and talked to us of what we knew not.
For the next sixty miles we slithered through fearful gorges, where
rocks as big as the jeeps, washed out of the mountainside by the rain,
had been smashed up with sledge-hammers by lorry-drivers so that
they could squeeze by before the next avalanche came down. The
smallest, falling on our roof, would have crushed us to pulp. NOW
below the last snow, we ran through a wide valley into whch the river
bunting from the narrow stony banks which compressed it, exploded
over the fields whlch had become a shallow lake. Where it had crossed
the road beneath bridges, the water had engulfed them and smashed
them so that every few miles we had to turn off into the country and
plough through floods whch came up to the mudguards, in fourwheel drive. Twice we were impaled on submerged stones and rocked
ourselves off by going forward and reversing in quick succession. This
part of the route was strewn with big trucks, carrying drums of petrol,
which had sunk under their weight in silt and mud, where they had
been forced to leave the road. Some had turned over when trymg to
get round the deep waters by driving at crazy angles on the momtainside.
Villages built on safe, high ground could be recognized from miles
away by forests of tattered prayer-flags hanging over the roofs of mudwalled houses, built like squat towers and protected from the fierce
winter winds by groves of trees. The 'flags' appeared to be any old rags
of cotton which could be tied to a stick, wedged into an eave or
chimney-stack or strung on a line like washing.
Where the river moved away from the road, villages were closer
to it. We had left the last yaks grazing behind Yang Pa Ching. In t h s
lower, more sheltered country were herds of small cows, flocks of
goats and sheep and very hairy small black pigs shepherded by boys and
girls. The chldren were barefoot and dressed in greasy sheepskin rags,
but they were a cheerful sight with their black matted hair tied up
in gay coloured braids.
They greeted us with wide grins, displaying rows of even white
teeth, and shouts of laughter. One small boy, tending piglets on the
verge, was apparently so overcome with astonishment when he saw our
pale faces gawping through the canvas curtains ofthejeep that helet out
a great yell, gesticulated wildly to his friends to make sure they would
see US,danced a little jig, then, turning two or three somersaults,
collapsed in the road with uncontrollable merriment.
U d k e the children who seemed to regard us as human jokes, the
adults stared at us with blank expressions until we smiled and saluted
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them. Then they nodded their heads eagerly ill short sharp bows
smiled back with pleasure, but few put out their tongues in the greeting
which we had read was the traditional welconle of Tibet.
Between the airfield and the approaches to the city we had met no
armed soldiers. Here and there a few were helping civilians to fill up
the biggest holes in the road and squads were repairing bridges. The
only men we saw with pistols were a lorry-driver and the driver of our
jeep. They told us they carried them for protection against robbers
who had been known, though rarely, to attack unescorted travellers.
I found my mind wandering from this superb countryside and
sentimeiltally imagined a future scene in which I sat with my grandchildren at a winter fireside where all the best tales are told and beginning the story of t h s journey: 'Once upon a time when your
grandmother and I travelled from Peking to Lhasa on the roof of the
world
.'
There was no need of signposts, for dominating the landscape, and
seen from every horizon, the Potala Palace, winter home of the Dalai
Lamas, towered over the city beneath its colossal walls. But when we
reached it we were drained of all emotion and had no energy to sit
up and look at the most fascinating building in the world which only a
handful of foreign travellers had ever seen. Our bones and muscles a
congealed aching mass, we dragged ourselves to our room in the guest
house where we collapsed into bed, too weary to hold a cup for longer
than it took to swallow a mouthful of tea.
We were wakened in the morning by a pretty, demure girl in short
pigtails tied with red ribbons. She wore neat tailored trousers, Mabel
Lucy Atwell type buttoned shoes and gay flowered jacket. She announced that the doctor was ready to test our blood-pressures and hearts
at our convenience. W e told her we would be glad to see him at any
time upon which our visitor crossed the threshold, put a plastic
satchel on a table and took out a stethoscope and blood-pressure kit
whlch she assembled. She asked, 'Do you feel well after your long
journey?' Yes, we felt much better for our long night's sleep. She
waved a child's hand towards the pressure gauge standing in its box and
said, 'If one of you will hold out your arm we can see how you are.'
With brisk precision she manipulated the apparatus, listened to our
pulses with her stethoscope and informed us that although our
pressures were up a little, this was usual for new arrivals. We offered
her a cigarette which she refused. 'I would suggest,' she said, 'that you
don't smoke too much,' catching sight of a bottle of brandy on the
dressing-table she added primly, 'Alcohol at this altitude isn't advisable.'
I found myself holding my hands over my pipe like a schoolboy
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caught smoking behind the lavatories and said, 'I am surprised to Grid a
girl so young is a doctor.'
She replied, smilng: 'I am twenty-seven. I was trained in Sian
Medical School and volunteered to come to Lhasa where the people

.

B

need US..
suddenly she reminded me of ail adorable girl in a Salvation Army
bonnet who had sold us The War Cry in a Black Country pub thrty
years ago and asked us if we were 'saved'. Both were possessed by the
same evangelistic fervour.
The doctor warned us to rest and do no work for three or four days
until our bodies had become more acclimatized to the thin air at this
hiph altitude. But soon after her departure a cadre came to tell us that
thi ~ ~ 1 anniversary
s t
of the fo*dation of Drepung, the largest
monastery in the world, was to be celebrated next day and we should
be the first foreigners to have an opportunity of
and recordng

FESTIVAL AT DREPUNG

Soon after dawn the roads from the city and villages above the valley
were winhng ribbons of colour as thousands of pilgrims in gay holiday
clothes made their wav to the Buddhist town at the foot of a mountain five miles from ~hasa.Tiny points of light gleamed in the hands of
travellers as the sun shone on the silver butter l a m ~ swhich thev were
taking to burn before the altars.
Before the C h e s e Communists came, eleven years earlier, there
was no wheeled vehicle of any kind in Tibet, excepting two cars
brought from India piecemeal on yak-back for the use of the thirteenth
Dalai Lama, who drove them for his own amusement in the Norbulingka (Jewel Park) when he stayed in his summer palace. The only wheels
in the country were prayer wheels. Now hundreds of farmlies were
jogging their way to the monastery in rubber-tyred carts drawn by
ponies, dollkeys and mules.
Mothers and daughters, their gleaming black hair newly washed
and oiled for the occasion and braided with many-coloured silks, rode
in the backs. Tibetan women dress in pinafore-style ankle-length
gowns with cross-over bodices and pleats falling from the shoulders
at the back which give them graceful fulness. Wide sashes tie them at
the waist and underneath vivid blouses of magenta, yellow, peacock,
orange, cerise, violet and white are worn. Sleeves hanging inches
beyond the finger-tips are flicked back over the wrists with a single
graceful effortless motion when they need to use their hands. The
costume is completed with hand-woven, horizontally striped multicoloured aproils, the most splendid having gold-braided pockets.
Fathers and sons rode in front, driving their sleek spirited ponies
bedecked with ribbons. Their clothes were more subdued than the
women's, but some sported splendid hats with gold and red embroidered crowns and fur-trimmed peaks worn over the right or left ear.
Nearly all wore one large turquoise ear-ring.
44
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The grassy slope before the monastery walls was a living Breu hel
canvas. ~housandsof folk jostled amongst the stalls of a fair w ere
happy vendors were doing a brisk trade in bricks of black tea, dried
fruits,, rweetmeats for the children and hair ribbons. Everyone was
buying thick bundles of long incense sticks and the still air was dready
becorning heavy with their pungent scent as pilgrims lit them before
beginning the long climb to the temples.
shaven-headed. rancid-smelling monks, their brown habits shiny
with butter spilt from votive lamps and greasy tea, had joined the
crowds and were keenly enjoying bargainlllg with local Farants for
fresh fruit and vegetables. Coming from peasant families themselves,
they relished getting somethiilg for less than the seller demanded.
Some families were sitting out of the heat of the sun in the shade of
rocks, eating a bit of bre%fast and drinking buttered tea from large
vacuum flasks 'made in Chlna'. Men and boys were taking their animals
out of their shafts and tying them to walls and trees. Then they fcd
them before they fed themselves.
A tall lama who had noticed our strange faces in the crowd, offered
to uguide us through the maze of narrow precipitous lanes to the
chanting house, 200 feet above, where the great prayer services of the
dav were about to bepin. W e were surrounded and accom~aniedbv
men, women and children who hscussed us excitedly and pointed out
our Lore surprising features to one another. w h e n we ;ere out of
breath and paused to recover, some just stood in front of us and stared
intently intb our eyes. w h e n i t occirred to them that we might think
them rude they laughed softly with embarrassment, reassuringly
touched us with the tips of their fingers and stepped aside to let us pass.
Because the way was too steep and far for small children to walk or
be carried, sornk were on thebacks of donkeys and mules stumbling
up the rocky ascents almost touching the houses on either side.
children carried Pet ~ u ~ ~ini the
e sfolds of their ugowns and scores of
family dogs had come to the festival with their masters and mistresses.
These charming, sleek and well-fed creatures resembled Pekingese, but
had more proiounced noses and longer, straighter legs. ~ t h i r were
s
Shih-Tzus, like small miniatures of Old English sheep-do~s.
The PrkciPal chanting house on the ro& of ~ r e b n e o v e r l o o k e d
the wid; em& sunlit ~ G s vallev.
a
Fiftv miles awa; t h i h f e - e d g e d
outlines of ;ad mountains were ;tchedJin the cryital air with such
clarity that they appeared to be forty miles nearer: Those unaware of
any other world might well imagine that these majestic horizons
encompassed the physical universe. The beauty and dignity of the
buildmgs in this fair landscape matched the s~lendourof nature. The
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whiteness of the wide, perfectly proportioned temple was relieved by
gold symbols on the front wall and a deep course of red-painted reeds
cut flush with the stonework under the eaves. The main entrance,
framed by lacquered pillars and overhung by an embroidered canopy
was approached from the terrace by broad shallow steps over whi&
worshippers appeared to float silently into the sombre interior.
No
film has been made which could truly reproduce
the colour of this scene. No painting can compare with its brilliance,
for perhaps nowhere in the world, except in this virgin air, is the humvl
eye so iminediately and clearly in coiltact with pliysical objects. TOa
photographer who has experienced this phenomenon, his most accurate
exposure will appear as if h s camera lens had been obscured by a cataract, however excellent it may seem to others.
When we arrived on the terrace our tongues were parched. A gold
and w h t e booted dignitary wearing a gold embroidered tunic under
his magenta robes came down to invite us to tea with the Abbot.
Passing through the doors out of the sunlight, we plunged into
complete blackness. The higli lama conducted us down an aisle between
rows of dim forms squatting on the floor. After a few paces they
emerged from the gloom and we saw the entire community of Drepung assembled on their carpeted benches waiting to begin the service.
Round the walls stood the lay congregation with their lamps and
glowing sticks of fragrant incense. As we passed a little girl, a puppy
popped his saucy head from her gown and licked our hands. HIS
small owner, overcome with confusion, put her hand over her pet's
nose. The lama smiled, but because it was forbidden to bring animals
into the chanting house, turned his head and pretended not to see. A
grey-haired woman with a fluffy Shh-Tzu in her arms saw the lama
before he saw her and with a smile whch asked us to ignore her,
bent quickly down and put the dog under her wide skirt. Through a
narrow door we climbed to another roof by an almost vertical wooden
ladder staircase, slippery with butter grease. As I climbed, holding
firmly to a stout wooden hand-rail, a hand nudged me in the back and
I turned to find a fat monk behind me grinning and gesticulating an
assurance that he was there to break my fall if I should slip. My head
was beginning to swim after the long struggle from the foot of the
mountain, and on the dark narrow stair I felt trapped as in a dark
funnel, half choked with the sickly rancid fumes of burning butter
which rose from the temple. Then a hand reached down and helped me
into the light.
The senior monks' room, where guests were entertained, was furnished with a luxurious carpet and, like the temple itself, with low
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thickly carpeted benches. The roof was supported by slim columns
clothed in fmely worked and intricately coloured hangings.
Familiar divinities sat as they had been sitting for centuries in their
rntique tapestries on the walls impassively r e g a r d q the new white
who had joined them. Incongruously gazing from a shrine
hung with silken scarves were the benign faces of Mao Tse-tung,
Chairman of the Communist Party, Liu Shao-chi, Chairman of the
C h n e Government, and Chou En-lai, Prime Minister of China.
he Kambu, or Abbot, a quiet portly man was dressed in robes
like his monks but with a more richly embroidered undercoat. Hanging
below his waist was his badge of office, a large embroidered silk square.
~na pouch he carried a vessel of water with wlich, we gathered, he
rinsed his mouth in a ritual of purification. A rosary was looped round
his wrist in a thick bracelet. He moved softly across the room to greet
us, then lowered his bulk gently to a bench as if invisible hands beneath
his armpits were helping him to his seat. He gestured towards us with
his fingers and a shabby monk with down-at-heel boots appeared before
us silent as a shadow. He placed porcelain bowls on small tables, delicately
carved with hghly coloured floral motifs and heraldic beasts, and filled
them with brown liquid from an enormous earthenware pot. The
Abbot raised h s own bowl and invited us to drink the first buttered
tea we had ever tasted. The appearance of t h s hot greasy liquid was
revolting. As I took a hesitant sip, the Abbot watched me with amused
eyes and tilted h s head inquiringly to one side. I answered by swallowing the whole contents of my bowl. It was delicious, with a faint tang
of salt, replacing some I had sweated out on the ascent to the roof. To
the delight of our hosts I drank more bowls straight off, after whch
I felt completely refreshcd. Before we left to go down to the service I
consumed three or four more and didn't feel hungry for the rest of
the day.
In ig59, eight years after the Chinese armies entered their country,
the Tibetans were in rebellion against them. The Dalai Lama fled to
India. We quoted to the Abbot l i s accusation that the Clhese were
torturing and killing monks. He shook h s head and replied: 'He
cannot be speaking of Lhasa. You have seen thousands of people corning to our religious festival today. I cannot think that he believes it.'
We asked how many monks lived at Drepung before the rebellion.
The Abbot answered, 'More than 7,000.'
'And now?'
'Only 700 remain.'
'where have more than 6,000 gone?'
'After the rebellion the Chinese authorities and the Tibetan local
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government which supported them decreed that monks were freeto
continue their religious life or renounce it and return to lay life.'
'As in Kumbum?'
'Wherever there were monasteries.'
'Then suddenly, in response to a government decree, more t b
6,000 monks who had lived here all their lives decided that they had no
vocation for religion?'
'They did not all choose their religious life,' said the Abbot, 'it
was chosen for them when they were chldren.'
We asked a young monk who sat at his side what was his position
in the monastery. He pointed to two others, one as young as himself,
the other a wrinkled old fellow who said he was sixty but like 2 1
ageing Tibetans, looked ten years older.
'We are the representatives of the National Minorities Commission
at Drepung,' he answered.
'And what are your duties?'
'To see that the welfare of the community is preserved and
to act as representative of Drepung in liaison with the local
government.'
'Which consists of those Tibetans who have remained loyal to
the Chinese Communist Government?' we asked.
The monk looked at our Chinese companions with an expression
which said, 'What kind of a man is asking such questions as this?'
But since they, like the Abbot, maintained an indifferent silence he
continued.
'The government consists of those who did not take part in the
rebellion. You have asked what happened to thousands of monks who
left here. It is true that some were glad to abandon their religious life.
But unfortunately for Drepung others had violated their Buddhist
belief which forbids violence and took up arms against the government.
Some were killed in the fighting. Others were taken prisoner. hose who
had rebelled willingly were kept in gaol. Others who had been persuaded to join in against tlieir will were released. The lands which we
did not need for our support were taken from the monastery and
distributed among our serfs. Now we grow as much of our food as
we can on the land that is left to us. The older monks who cannot
work are supported by small pensions from the government. The
''
cash" in Drepui~gin gold and silver was seized as ~unishmentfor our
part in the revolt, but no religious object of whatever value was
touched and there is no interference with the ways of life of those of US
who remain.'
'You have not been persuaded to become a Communist?'

Lhasa citizen with outsize prayer wheel on his way to church
1
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Girls of Tibet's first grammar school at playtime
Pupils of a Peoylc's Priinary School orgaliised by Tibetan parcilts for their
children
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The monk gave me an incredulous look. 'I don't think it is possible
for a Buddhist to be a materialist,' he said.
Had the Abbot nothing to say?
The head of the monastery unwound his rosary and drew it through
his hands. 'We have to admit,' he said, 'that our religious life in Tibet
had
departed a long way from the true practice of Buddhism.
We grew rich on the labour of our serfs and I am glad they are free.
For many, the religious life was not a vocation but an occupation. This
was not their fault because having been given to the monasteries as
&ildren, no question of choice was involved. I am sorry that Drepung
took part in the armed rebellion in 1959 and that so many of our
community left us when they were allowed to choose their own
mode of life, but I believe that those who have remained are more
truly religious. O f course, we were all afraid of the C h e s e when they
first came because we believed the Communists would kill us and
destroy our monasteries, but, as you see, t h s has not happened.'
As he played with h s rosary, did we imagine that in this gesture,
the venerable prelate betrayed the nervous unease of a child who isn't
being quite truthful and crosses hls fingers behind his back to expunge
a lie on his lips?
There was no time for more awkward questions for at this moment
a servant came to announce that the service was beginning. The Abbot
asked to be excused to attend to his duties and we did not see l i m again.
Down in the temple, now bright with lights for our film cameras,
powered by a portable generator brought up by mule cart from the
city, low guttural chanting had begun. An old monk saw us looking
for a place to put our tape-recorder and motioned us to the bench
beside him. W e had brought t h s sensitive delicate instrument 16,ooo
miles for the moment when we could record these prayers. Every
day in Tibet for more than a thousand years this music had been lost
with the breath of the singers in the mountain wilderness. Only the
fascination of seeing the tape run straight through the reels and the
voices coming back through the earphones kept us in our seats. The
stench from the body of the monk beside us, saturated with old sweat
and dirt, and of all the others, mixed with the hot rancid fumes of
burning butter in the huge votive vessels and the sickly sweet and
pungent smoke of incense, filled our throats with nausea.
No flesh was visible on our neighbour7s bare feet showing through
tattered slippers for they were coated with scaly filth which looked as
if it were pasted on with a
knife. The skin of his wrinkled face
had the appearance of hide w h c h had been shrunk in water and dried
under a grill. Then we noticed that the microphone was in front of his
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mouth and the deep melodious sounds

our ears were coming
from h s thin throat which looked like the neck of a strangled
fowl.
Apparently chanting was thrsty work for w h l e the service continued, servant monks waked noiselessly down the aisles between
the carpeted benches, carrying buttered tea in huge two-handled
earthenware pots. When the singers needed a drink they stopped
chanting and held out their wooden or pottery bowls, or tins. Whatever size the vessel, it was filled to the brim. Among so many voices,
the temporary silence of a score or so was unnoticeable. When one
was h k g r y he took a handful of tsanlpa (roast barley flour) from
a little bag which each carried, mixed it with his tea, rolled it into
edible balh and proceeded to eat it. Appetite and thirst appeased, he
resumed the chant, which in the absence of a conductor, was intoned
in perfect unison with faultless timing. The singing was unaccompanied
but for the occasional cadence of sweet-toned little bells. When these
sounded, there was a momentary silence and the chant was resumed
in another kev.
whatever4changes had resulted from monastic reforms, economic
equality among th; brethren was not one of them. The Abbot and
senior monks were sumptuously clothed compared with these poorly
clad men who were tKe only'priests left i n Drepung to jus;ify ik
religious life. The Abbot might believe thev had remained because
the; had true vocations but irwas also obvious, as at Kumburn, that
the majority who had stayed were too old to begin a new life outside.
They were too feeble for hard manual work and past the age when they
could learn to be useful as teachers or clerks.
The men offering these ancient prayers would soon be seen and
heard for the first time in the West by millions of English people
sitting before their television screens in a world as remote from this
fab~doussanctuary as from the world of Kublai Khan, in which none
of these monks would have felt a stranger. They would also be watching
the last priests of the last and strangest theocracy in human hrstory
singing the Nunc Dimittis of Tibetan Buddhism. In a few years, when
they would all be dead, none would come here to take their places.
Soon there would be only the treasures of the Drepung Monastery
Museum and the gods looking down upon empty benches to be filmed
and the voices of guides explaining them to tourists, to be recorded. For
the children standing in awed silence, holdiilg
incense sticks
in their hands, would be at school again next week. There they would
learn that the deities whose images sat on these jewelled altars would
not protect them from the demons and devils embroidered on banners
n
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m~ m a r v e l l ~ ~sculptured
~ly
in wood and stone, because all gods and
demons existed only in the imaginations of the monks.
They would learn that they were not born rich or poor, strong or
weak, because of their virtues and vices in their previous lives. They
hear in their new science classes that Tibet would not be
by flood and earthquake and that they would not die of smallpox or cancer because their behaviour hspleased the heavenly spirits.
~h~~ would no longer believe that devils would seize the world if
they didn't sing and pray to be delivered from them as these old men
were singing and praying.
And when the last of these chlldren ceased to believe in them, the
last gods and the last demons in Tibet would also be dead.
The people who had come to the anniversary celebration of Drepung bore no resemblance in demeanour to Tibetans described by
~ercevalLandon The Tinzes correspondent, who went to Lhasa with the
Younghusband expeditioil in 1904. If some of his reports were reprinted
today by the Peking Government, without acknowledgment, they
might be mistaken for propaganda of C h e s e Communists, seeking
to justifj their 'liberation' of Tibet fifty years later.
Landon found a country in whch Buddhism bore no longer the
faintest resemblance to the plain austere creed preached by Gautama
Buddha. Tibetan religion was a system of devil worship and the
monkish communities spared 'no effort to establish their predominance more firmly every year by fostering the slavish terror which is
the whole attitude to religion of the ignorant classes of the land'.'
Unseen demons inhabited every tree, rock, stream and house and their
malevolence could only be placated by the priests. Tibet was peopled
with as many bogeys as the most terrified child in England could
conjure up in the darkness of his bedroom. But the prayers of the
laity could only exorcise evil spirits if they were approved by monks
and they were only approved on payment of fees. No feudal lords in
the dark ages of Europe exacted their full rights as mercilessly as thls
narrow sect of self-indulgent priests, wrote Landon.
When they lost their political and economic power after the
Chinese put down the 1959 rebellion, the monasteries lost the religious
authority whch went with it. SO it was not surprising that the holiday
cr~wdswho had come to this festival showed no sign of subservience
to the monks. And if they bore no resemblance to Landon's Tibetans
neither did this scene bear any resemblance to the Dalai Lama's descriptions of h s country ravaged by sadistic Chinese barbarians.
1.

Lhasa, Vol. I, Hurrt & Blackctt Ltd. (London, 1905).
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Lamas had been specially persecuted, he said. The Chinese tried to
humiliate them, especially the elder and most respected, by harnessing
them to ploughs, ri&ng then1 like horses, whipping and beating them
and torturing them by methods too evil to mention, and whle they
were slowly putting them to death, they tormented them with their
religion, calling on them to ~ e r f o r mmiracles to save themselves.
But here were more than jo,ooo people, nearly all the population of
~liasa,who had come to the shrines of Drepung with their votive butter
lamps to burn before the altars. Long before midday the last bundle of
incense sticks had been sold at the fair. And now we were photographing a young man wearing on h s breast an enamel brooch framing a
portrait of the Dalai Lama, for all the world to see.
When the religious service was over we visited the private apartments of the Dalai Lama preserved as they were before he fled from
Lhasa. Butter lamps glowed before a photograph of the bland, gentlefaced young man. Two monks in charge of the sacred roonls took
heavy gold embroidered silks from a chest and draped them on the
~ncarnation'ssmall throne so that we could see how it appeared when he
was there on ceremonial occasions. They explained that we were
specially privileged for members of the public were not allowed to
enter this part of the monastery. W e asked if they expected to see the
Dalai Lama again. They replied that they were sorry he had been
persuaded to go away. In the meantime they were behaving as if he
might walk through the door at any moment.
Now it was time for the festival play to begin. This antique drama
had been performed on every anniversary of Drepung for centuries.
The actors were monks who had begun their training when they were
children. The stage was an open courtyard protected from the sun by a
huge w h t e canopy. The audience sat on the ground and on surrounding flat roofs in tiers. W e sat on exotically carpeted benches in the
Dalai Lama's private balcony from which, every year, he had watched
the performance from behind transparent curtains. He could see the
actors and spectators, but to them he was only a vague shadow behind
a yellow screen for they were not permitted to gaze on his face.
W e looked down on the play over long window-boxes massed
with brilliant dahlias. When we raised our eyes over the canopy the
Lhasa Valley and the far-distant mountains formed a backcloth of
breathtaking splendour.
The cast wore superb costumes of highly coloured and embroidered
silks with fantastic hats. There were no intervals and for more than
five hours the monks, with the stamina of Olympic athletes, danced
and sang and mimed their way through a riot of opera, pantomime,
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ballet and broad farce in which good spirits warred with devils and
demons while mortal heroes and heroines triumphed over humall
villainy.
From a large photograph on a pole in the centre of the yard, the
face of Mao Tse-tung looked down on the scene. Grown-ups who had
been conling llcrc every year since they were infants knew every line
of the play by heart and greeted popular and unpopular characters as
they appeared, with cheers and groans. For those who stayed from
beginning to end, there was time for a substantial picnic luilch and a
snack or two of tsampa mixed with buttered tea from the large vacuum
flasks wlich every family brought to the theatre.
After twenty scenes or so, we took a walk round the monastery
where hundreds of other visitors were exploring the maze of back
streets, alleyways and innumerable courts and shrines. In a vast kitchen,
monk cooks were brewing a hot mess of barley gruel for their brethren
and guests in great copper vats. We ate the food we had brought with
us in a long dark room filled with grotesque images in ecstasy or
torment. Some were dressed like Victorian dolls in laces and silks with
intricately decorated crowns. Some wore cotton, others silver-gilt
and silver. We touched the skirt of one and the material fell apart in
our fmgers.
The heat had gone out of the sky when we joined the last pilgrims
going home. The first of them had risen at cockcrow in the mountain
villages on the other side of the valley and it would be nearly dawn
when they reached home again. Small cl~ildrentied on their mothers'
backs were fast asleep, undisturbed by the shouts of farewell and the
bumping and clattering of donkey, horse and mule carts as they lurched
down the stony hllside tracks.
Long before we reached Lhasa we were pulling coats round our
shoulders for after the burning heat of the afternoon and the stuffy
warmth of the monastery, going out into the sweet cool evening air
was like waking into a refrigerated room.
Among the crowds we passed two Chnese solders hking back to
the city from the festival with a group of Tibetan youths and girls.
They laughed and shouted with mock and envious derision as we drove
by in our jeep and pretended to thumb a lift. The Chinese privates in
their thm cotton khaki uniforms and brown canvas shoes were drab
figures beside their gay Tibetan companions, the boys in fur-trimmed
hats and the girls in bright striped aprons and colourful long-sleeved
blouses beneath their long gowns.
What would the Dalai Lama, with his horrific visions of torture
and murder, have made of this encounter-the licentious solhery of
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the Communist conquerors walking unarmed on a country road with
the sons and daughters or perhaps brothers and sisters of their victim
whom they and their comrades had done to death, or humiliated only
three years earlier because they wouldn't give up their religion?

A LIVING COMMUNIST GOD

Another 'god' has now taken the place of the Thunderbolt, Precious
Protector, the Ocean, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, as Acting Chairman
of the Tibetan Comnlunist Government. He is the Great Jewel, the
Boundless Light, His Serenity the Panchen Lama. Tibetans believe that
this portly young man of twenty-five was first born 300 years ago when
he achieved perfection in his first human existence. So after his first
mortal death, he passed immediately to a state of immortal bliss but
out of compassion for his struggling human brothers and sisters
repeatedly returned to earth to show them the way to immortality.
In 1938he decided to be reborn for the tenth time, to a peasant woman
in the Chinese-ruled province of Chinghai where the Dalai Lama had
also elected to reappear in the world for his fourteenth earthly life.
To the P e h g Government this high incarnation is a patriot who
supports the revolution. To the ecclesiastical and lay lords who fled to
India after the failure of their rebellion against the C h e s e in 1959, he
is a traitor. To the self-exiled Dalai Lama he is a helpless victim of his
Chinese upbringing who cannot personally be blamed as an ally of
Communism and a true Tibetan who w d never abandon lis Buddlist
faith. Certady he is the most valuable of all Tibetans to the Peking
Government, for while this only equal of the Dalai Lama remains, it
can be claimed that Buddhism which believes in gods, and Marxism
which denies them, can continue to exist peacefully together.
Whatever his friends and enemies may thnk of him, the Living
Buddha who received us, clothed in richly embroidered gown and
boots, with a rosary twined round a very large expensive gold wristwatch and bracelet, brilliantly fulfilled the hopes of his ecclesiastical
guardians who in 1949, when he was eleven years old, quietly recognized the victorious Communists on his behalf. By judging so shrewdly
the speed with which the east red wind of change was blowing westwards towards Lhasa, they ensured that their holy charge, whose
5s
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previous body had died in exile in China, would soon be able to return
to Tibet, and that their lands and riches, as well as his own, would be
restored.
When the Dalai Lama recently wrote that his only spiritual equal
would never embrace materialistic Communism, he of all people
should have realised that for a young man who has found no difficulty
in adapting himself to life in ten different bodies for three centuries
there is no problem implicit in being two different people living in the
same body at the same time.
So, completely at ease with two consciences, His Serenity could
recite the Sutras-the Buddhist Scriptures-in the Jokhan Temple,
and a few days later tell us, without batting an incarnate eyelid, that he
was a 'Buddhist Marxist-Leninist revolutionary worker for the people',
and without ever having been outside China, Tibet or Indra he could
inform us with equal aplomb that, beyond all doubt, Chinese-Tibetan
Communist society was superior to any in the world.
~ u h ts unique personal problem requires a unique solution for
he is the only 'god' in the world who is a Communist and the only
Communist who is permitted to be a 'god'.
He explained that since according to Communist theory the state
will eventually wither away, so, according to Buddhist belief, religion
will have no purpose when men are perfected. Therefore eventually
all governments, together with all theologies, will disappear.
In the meantime a Panchen Lama will be able to make the best of
both the spiritual and material worlds by presiding over the secular
materialist state and the Buddhist faith at the same time from a splendid
new palace which is being built for him in Lhasa when he needs a
change from his ancestral home at Tashilumpo Monastery in Shigatse,
where some of the most pricelsss religious treasures in the land are to
be found.
Motioning us to a comfortable couch and signalling a servant to
pour buttered tea into gold and silver-gilt cups, he welcomed us to his
country whch he assured us had been liberated from the domination of
foreign Imperialist aggressors, led by Britain and America.
He was obviously under the impression that Foreign Minister
Chen Yi and Prenlier Chou En-lai could be relied upon not to allow
any foreign visitors to Tibet who would not agree with him and his eyes
flickered with faint surprise when we reminded him that no ~ritish
troops had been in hls country since 1904 when we unjustifiably
invaded Tibet in the mistaken belief that the Russians were threatening
our Indian frontier through Lhasa. No American army had ever set
foot there.
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The embarrassed silence which followed our unexpected interrup
tion was broken by a low grunt from a man who sat in a corner with
a large black peaked cap crammed over h s ears. This was Mr. &ang
~s~-ming,
the Chinese Deputy Director of the Tibet Foreign Affairs
Bureau, a self-invited guest, glowering with resentment that we
should dare to doubt the incarnate political pronouncement of the
~anchen.
'why,' he interrupted, 'do you defend Imperialism? It is well
known that Britain is Imperialist. If not, why did Ireland denounce
chila's actions in Tibet in the United Nations?'
Our youthful host who, from his inquiring look, had never heard
ofireland, leaned forward for our reply. We told him that Mr. Cliang's
views on England were unreliable since he cLdn't know that we 11adi1't
ruled Ireland for forty years. He was also so ignorant of social and
economic conditions in Britain that he had assured us a few days
earlier that our chldren still ran about our poverty-stricken cities in
bare feet. We suggested that in their propaganda the Panchen Lama
and the Chnese Communists sometimes didil't seem quite sure why
they had come to Tibet-to
free it from British and American
Imperialists who weren't there, or to give freedom to hundreds of
thousands of Tibetan serfs who werc, as the Panchen Lama himself
well knew because he had owned some of them.
His Serenity serenely and politely suggested that if we didn't
interrupt it would be easier for him to continue. He repeated that
Tibet had been dominated by foreign Imperialists, but now, apparently
in deference to our feelings, hastened to add that he was referring to
American aggressors.
'All the same, he includes the British as well,' growled the irrepressible Mr. Chang from the corner.
Ignoring him and taking up our cue, the Panchen blandly continued thdt it had also been necessary to free Tibetans from the shackles
of feudal rule and serfdom.
It had clearly been arranged that we should listen to a re pared
political discourse, but we hadn't travelled 16,000miles to Lhasa to
hear official pronouncements which we had already read in innumerable pamphlets. We were interested to discover how an incamation of
Buddha could reconcile a belief in a universe of gods and devils with
a belief that the only real conflict was between ~m~erialist
capitalists
and Communists.
We presumed to intervene once more. When had the Pmchen
Lama become a Marxist?
With a sigh the young man placed a sheaf of notes which we now
I
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suspected had been prepared, and certainly approved, by Mr. Chiang,
on the table in front of him and replied:
'I have been studying Marxist-Leninist philosophy for a long time
and still pursue my researches. I am following two courses, doing my
revolutionary duty to the people and also living the life of a good
Buddhist because I have my next incarnation to consider.'
Perhaps the awful thought had occurred to him that if he didnPt
become a good Communist in this life he might be born an AntiMarxist tool of foreign Imperialism in his next-which would be an
unimaginable embarrassment.
But why did he think he could achieve such a remarkable reconciliation beiween two diametrically opposed ways of life whlle the
Dalai Lama felt this was impossible?
To our disappointment, this pleasant young person whose situation
has been so sympathetically interpreted by the Dalai Lama, answered
priggishly-or perhaps he felt t h s was the role he must play in the
vreseilce of a high Chinese Communist official?
'If the ~ a l a r ~ a r ntrulv
a repents of his false denunciations ofour
Chinese comrades, renoun;es 6 s reactionary friends and is willing to
work for the people, he will be welcomed home in Tibet.'
had forgotten his own history and misled his pupil,
But Mr.
this time by ignoring official Peking statements that the Dalai Laina was
a victim of Tibetan feudal lords and priests who had abducted him to
India. If this were true he couldn't be blamed for their actions. According to the Chinese, the same abductors had published statements which
they pretended had been made by the Dalai Lama. How then could he
repkit of sometline which the ~ h i n e s eprotested he had never said?
When we pointid out this discrepancy, Mr. Chiang pulled his cap
further over h s ears as if he couldn't bear to hear anv more of this
outrageous argument which obviously hadn't been his idea of an
interview at all.
So we continued to sip buttered tea while the Panchen Lama, who
had now abandoned anyAattemptto amend the prepared narrative in
the interest of Anglo-Tibetan-Chinese amity, renewed the assault on
Britain and America for the deplorable condition of the Tibetan people
which had existed for more than a thousand years before any Englishman stepped over the border. There seemed no point in going over
all that again so we asked His Serenity if he would be kind enough to
send us his considered views on how Buddhism and Marxism could
live together.
With unconcealed relief he assured us that we could still &ffer and
be friends.
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n u t Mr. Chiang couldn't.

AS we went down to the garden to film and photograph the Panthen, the Chinese comrade wagged a furious finger under our noses

and exploded, 'You have gone too far in not allowing the Acting
Chairman to say what he wanted,' rushed down the stairs and was
driven off in a cloud of dust, bidding farewell neither to us nor to the
unabashed and courteous divinity.
A few days later a messenger delivered the Panchen Lama's answers
to our questions. They were written on the 'royal' yellow paper used
only by him and the Dalai Lama and bearing his brihantly coloured
crest.
We do not know if these religious views are in accord with generally
accepted ~ u d d h s tbelief or whether they are heretical opinions.
Certainly they present intriguing questions for students of Buddhist
theology, for according to Tibetan Buddhist belief they are not only
the answers of a man but of an immortal who is the hghest incamation
of the Buddha himself. And it isn't easy to refute a living Buddha.
The twelfth Dalai Lama was once talking with his theologians when
one reminded l i m that he had contradcted a pronouncement of the
seventeenth-century incarnation known as the 'Great Fifth'.
His Holiness confounded his audience by asking, 'And who was
the Great Fifth?'
There is a legend in Tibet that the fourteenth incar~lationof the
Dalai Lama will be the last to reappear on earth. It may well be that the
tenth incarnation of the Panchen in this young man will also be the last
in a world where belief in living gods in human shape is unkely to
survive belief in demons hiding in stones, trees and rivers. As the
statement of a Buddha who became a Comnmunist, it will intrigue
historians who may visit his country when the great monasteries and
shrines remain only as museums and monuments of one of the most
fantastic and colourful cults in man's religious history.
On 'the auspicious fifth day of the eighth month in the year 936
ofthe Tibetan Kalaqakran' (3rd October 1962) the Panchen had written:
'From the Buddhist point of view all existence and all inaterial
circumstances are changing every moment and are in gadual process of
disappearance. Even the duration of Buddhism itself is limited and one
day it too will disappear. This has been clearly indicated by our great
all-compassionate and Supreme Teacher, the Sakyamuni Buddha.
Even the teachings of the Sakyamuni Buddha, like any other religious
or political system existing for a certain period in a certain area, undergo the process of coming into being, existing and fu~allydisappearing.
But the spirit of Buddhism and its good and pure achievements d l
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exist until the end of the world. Religion is a variety of ideology, 1t
exists because people believe in it.
'You ask in a Communist society can Buddhsm exist? Generally
speaking all existence is governed by the universal law of disappearance,
But Communism cannot directly influence the existence of Buddhism,
The Chinese Communist Party is protecting the right of anyone to
believe in any religion, or disbelieve. What will the future of religion
be in the course of future human development? We cannot say, but in
our generation there is no need to worry ourselves about religioll
being erased from the world.
'It is true that as Communism is materialistic and Buddhism is
idealistic they are two contradictory ideologies. Buddhists hold that the
good and bad in a11 existence are produced by good and bad deeds.
'The fruit of happiness is produced by good deeds, the fruit of
suffering by bad.
'But the good deeds are of two kinds-those performed collectively
by living beings and those performed by individuals; for example,
developments of human society, peace and war are produced collectively by people who will all enjoy happiness or endure suffering.
' T h e happiness or suffhring o j a n individual is likewise produced by the
good or bad deeds he has performed in his previous lives.'
'Whether the future is to be happy or painful will be decided by
good or bad deeds performed collectively or individually in the present.
There can be no mistake about ths. Deeds are performed with a good
or bad mind. Thls is a fundamental view held by all Buddhists. The viewpoint of the Communist however is quite contrary. So it is true, as
you say, that there is a great contrahction between Buddhist and
Communist views and theories.
'But the Communists are also making every effort to eradicate all
social systems in which there is oppression and exploitation of man by
man, so there can be one great society in which all people can live an
equal and happy life.
'Although the views and theories of ~ u d d h i s mand Communism are
different they are not inconsistent with each other since it is possible
for both to strive together to achieve their ideals. W e can co-operate
politically and do so very well because we have a common basis-the
desire for a full and happy life for the Tibetan nationality together with
all other nationalities in China under the Socialist system.'
Apparently our suggestion that the Panchen did not seem quite sure
from whom the Chinese were liberating Tibetans, foreign ~ m ~ e r i a h ~
I. Authors' italics.
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who weren't there or Tibetan serf-owners includmg the monasteries,
bd struck home for he now replied:
'Many people believe that Buddhsm was responsible for serfdom
in Tibet and the oppression and exploitation of the people and that it
b d e r e d social progress. I cannot acknowledge that t h s is the nature
Buddhism. For instance it is said in the Vinaya rules that one should
not covet a needle or a piece of thread of others, let alone enjoy the
property of others. Far from hurting human beings, one should not
even injure or inflict pain on ants or other insects.'
'The fundamental spirit of Buddhsm is that we should offer all
our property and happhess to others and do our best to suppress the
causes of uilhappiness and pain to others. At the very least we should
pray for the increase of happiness and elimination of suffering.
'It is because Buddhism possesses such a fundamental spirit of
goodness that it has enjoyed such widespread popularity among
Tibetans.
'But in the past there also appeared the darkest and most savage
feudal serfdom created by people who were Buddhists only in name.
This has now been wiped out by reforms which have ended oppression
and exploitation and abolished the privileges of the monasteries.'
We had expressed concern for the welfare of monks who had
decided to continue the monastic life.
'
Sir, wrote the Panchen Lama, 'do not worry yourself in t h
respect. The government provides for the livelihood of all who are
devoting their lives to religion and of all old and invalid monks. It calls
on all those who are capable of work to take part in productive labour
2nd has provided them with land so that they can maintain themselves
with the income as well as with alms offered to them by devotees. If
their income should be insufficient the government of which I am
Acting Chairman will provide relief funds.
'As a cadre of the Peo~les'Re~ublicof China', concluded the
Panchen, 'I am performing ky dutiis in accordance with the policies
of the C h e s e Communist Party and the Central People's Government.
There is no question of any misunderstanding between me and them.'
9

I. 'Do not take a needle or a piece of thread from the people' was the slogan of

the Chinese Red Army from its beginning. It was this respect for the property and
lives of civilians which led to the
of the latter with the Communists
Pbst the Kuornintang and ensured their ultimate victory.

THE STORY OF APE1

More than a thousand years ago the ancestors of Ngapo Ngawang
Jigme were kings it1 Tibet. In the thrteenth century they survived
Kublai Khan's conquest of their country by becoming his vassals.
Seven hundred years later Ngapo Ngawang Jigme was a member of
the Dalai Lama's lay Cabinet. He owned 4,000 square kilometres of
land and 3,500 serfs.
In 1950 this great feudal lord was appointed Coinmander-inChief of the Tibetan Army and Governor-General of Chamdo, where
he was sent to defend ~ i bfrom
~ t the advancing Chinese. He was taken
prisoner according to the Dalai Lama's account of these days. Ngapo
(or 'Apei', the shorter Chnese name by w h c l ~
he is more conveniently
known) sent two messengers to Lhasa saying he had been defeated by
the Chnese who had taken him prisoner. He asked for authority to
negotiate an armistice.
Recognising that successful resistance was impossible, the government gave Apei permission to make the best terms he could. When the
Dalai Lama sent envoys to Peking to conclude a peace treaty by which
the Chinese occupied all of Tibet, Apei was the principal delegate and
chief Tibetan signatory of the agreement. In 1956 he became (and remains) first Secretary-General of the 'Preparatory Committee for the
Autonomous Region of Tibet'.
T h s body will govern the country under the general directionof
Peking until its regional status and organisation has been decided. The
first Chairman was the Dalai Lama and the Chinese insist that he still
holds this office which he is ~reventedfrom exercising.
because he has
U
been abducted to India by reactionary courtiers.
Like the Panchen Lama, Apei is regarded by his self-exiled compatriots-excepting the Dalai Lama who speaks no word against them
-as a traitor. But if they denounce him as a betrayer of their country,
Apei dismisses them contemptuously as men who stood by their

-
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country only as long as they could keep the vast riches they owned in
it and ran away from the responsibilities to the people when they
,,,Led they couldn't.
we met him in his charming Lhasa home overlooking the eastern
with his beautiful wife and the two youngest of their twelve
children. The others are at schools and universities in the Chnese
interior.Like all the other serfs of Tibet, who formed the overwhelming
majorityof the population, the 3.500 men, women and chldren owned
by Apei were given their freedom by government decree after the
failure of the 1959 uprising. The lands of the lords who rebelled were
confiscated. The estates of Apei and others who took no part in the
revolt were distributed among the peasants and their owners were
compensated. By Tibetan standards, Apei, in h s house with metal
window-frames imported from England and simple, tasteful but
expei~sivefurniture, is still very rich. The Communists paid him
handsomely for his lands and properties.
From his replies to our questions it was obvious that his story of
the Chinese 'invasion' of Tibet was not going to be the simple straiglitforward narrative which has been generally accepted &om the Dalai
Lama since his flight to India in 1959.
We asked: 'If before 1950 you already believed Tibet to be a part
of China why did you fight the battle of Chamdo? If you had won it
would you then have recommended to the Dalai Lama that the Chinese
should be given your country because it had really belonged to them
all the time?'
Apei answered, 'When I was appointed Governor of Chamdo in
1950 I made a proposal to a conference of the former local government
that the post should continue to be held by Lalul and that I should be
sent to hold peaceful negotiations with the Central C h e s e People's
Goveri~mei~t,
by way of Sikang [now incorporated in Szechuan
Province].
'~fte;arriving at Chamdo I had not the slightest wish to conduct
a war aimed at separating Tibet from the Chinese motherland. I h d
a great deal of work to make peace. I gave the order to demobilise the
local militias and actually went about disbanding them. When the
People's Liberation Army started its march on Chamdo there were only
clashes of a very short duration with trooDs statioi~edat two or three
places on the border with the neighboLring province. No heavy
fighting took place.'
It could be concluded from this that Apei betrayed his country by
-

The retiring Governor-General of Charndo who in I959 was inlprisoned for
his part in the rebellion against the Chinese.
I.
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disobeying the orders of the Dalai Lama's government to resist the
Chinese. ~ u it t was also possible that he did fight until his army was
overwhelmed and that twelve years later, as the Secretary-General
of the Ch~ese-directedTibetan Government, it was diplomatically
necessary to pretend that he had never opposed Peking. Perhaps with
his heritage of political experience, Ngapo Ngawang Jigme might
also not be embarrassed by making statements, liowever incredible,
if they ensured that his fanily, w h c h has helped to rule Tibet for 3
thousand years, would continue to take part in its government,
With twelve children there is little danger of h s line dying out. ~t is
also arguable that this wealthy aristocrat, who exercised a persond
authority over others unattainable by any individual in niodem
Western society, would not have allied hmself and his country with
an 'invader' who has stripped him of his feudal rights and power if
he did not believe that however onerous and distasteful, the compromise was at1 obligation w h c h in the face of irresistible fact it was his
duty as a Tibetan statesman to accept.
The Dalai Lama and some of his fellow lords had taken the precaution of moving fortunes from Lhasa to the safety of India when the
Chinese Army first moved to the borders of Tibet. Before he left for
Chamdo in 1950 Apei could have sent his family out of the country
with a sufficient fortune to keep it in luxury and he could have followed
in 1959 with the Dalai Lama and h s party. Certainly it cannot be
charged that he was a neglected, frustrated man for whom co-operation
with an enemy was his first opportunity of attaining influence and
recognition.
The shrewdness which led his ancestors to accept the suzerainty
of Kublai Khan when they saw that they could not resist it was the kind
of political sensibility which could also have led Apei to recognise
that the feudal society in w h c h he owned 3,500 serfs could not survive a revolution in China where two-tlirds of the Tibetan race lived.
In the onlooker who has never visited Tibet the self-exiled priests
and lords may evoke sympathy as refugees from a happy country in
which the people lived under their rule, inspired by a humane religious
phlosophy.
But this pleasant picture bears no more resemblance to Tibetan
reality than the romantic imagery of G. K. Chesterton and maire
Belloc bears to feudal Europe. The truth is that t h s society was-as
Landon described it in 1904-a harsh and cruel tyranny in which,
because they share the universal instinct for survival, the ~ e o p l emade
the best of their lot. Serfs of the European Middle Ages did no less.
Jews in Hitler's concentration camps did no less. In their hardest days
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lulder ~nglishrule, Irish peasants were among the most resilient,
hu1~lorous,cheerful, courteous and dignified peo le in the world.
pitiablypoor Spanish peasants, whose life they coul not endure themselves, are commended by foreign tourists for their fnle manners and
dignity. But the indomitable fortitude and optimism of
oppressedhumail beings in Tibet or anywhere else can only be confused
with contentment by those not personally involved in their lives or
who profit by such subjectioli and exploitation. If you do so c o n f w it
in conversation with a Tibetan, he will, as an Irishman might say,
spit in your eye behind your back.
It is, after all, possible that Ngapo Ngawang Jigme was not persuaded to acccpt the Chinese occupation by any desire to salvage what
he could of his family's position and continue h s life on the most
tolerable terms which he could ensure by subjection to the Communists.
Stripped of the superlatives with w h c h Marxists decorate their
political language, it is believable that when he says he was persuaded
by what he saw in China that only good could come to h s people by
socialist reforms in Tibet, he is telling the truth and that there is no
more to hls defection from medieval Buddhism to Socialism than

B

that.

He would not be the first aristocrat to experience revulsion against
his own privilege when he saw how it had been won and how, if it
were to be maintained, it must be defended.
We spent a few hours with Apei but the background against which
he made his decision to renounce his inheritance and tradition is a
thousand years old. He cannot be understood unless the social and
religious systems which bred him and the history of h s people are also
appreciated.
Apei replies to charges that he is a Tibetan traitor by saying that
his country is an inalienable part of China. Ths is what one would
expect a collaborator with a conqueror to say. But this claim is also
made by the Nationalist Government of Chiang Kai-shek in Taiwan,
2nd Britain has acknowledged it in successive treaties with Peking when
it has suited her commercial or strategic convenience. She only ignored
it when it didn't. When she sought to deny China's rights in Lhasa,
Britain was rebuked by the United States.
In 1890 London negotiated a treaty with the Chmese Emperor
defuling the Sikkim-Tibet frontier and regulations governing trade.
No Tibetans were invited to take part in the discussions.
In 1903 Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India, obsessed by fears of Russian
expansion towards India-which proved illusory-and affronted by
what he considered Tibetan indifference to commercial treaty
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obligations, was urging his government to authorise a military expedition to Lhasa. He wrote to the Foreign Otfice:
'We regard the so-called suzerainty of China over Tibet as a constitutional fiction-a political affectation which has only been maintained because of its convenience to both parties.'
When t h s despatch became known- Washington instructed its
Ambassador in London to remind Britain that Curzon's denial of
China's rights in Tibet could not alter hstoric facts.
But ~ k e r i c a ' sprotest did not prevent the British invasion and the
first foreigners see;l in the streets bf Lhasa by Apei's father were the
soldiers who had shot their way to the capital from India in 1904.
So it is not surprising that Apei regards British expressiorls of
sympathy for the 'sufferings' of Tibetans at the hands of the Chinese
with cynical contempt, for he is well read in the history of our relations
with his people.
The story of the massacre of Tibetan peasants armed with ancient
muzzle-loading matchlocks and swords by British and Indian troops
equipped with mountain artillery, machlne-guns and modern rifles,
does not have to be exaggerated by Communist propagandists. It was
written on the battlefield of Guru by Perceval Landon, correspondent
of The Times, who described how within a few minutes between 700
and 800 of the Tibetan army of 1,500 were slaughtered without the
loss of one British or In&an soldier. 'It was like a man fighting with a
child'. he re~orted.That night a voune subaltern wrote Lo hikother
in ~ n L l a n d l ' 1h o ~ eI shalrneve; ha& to shoot down men walking
away :pin.' He ;as so sickened by the kihng that he stopped firini
h s Maxim into the backs of the Tibetans, although the order of
Brigadier-General Macdonald, the British command&, was 'to make
as big a bag as possible'.
When the victorious expedition of Francis ~ounghusband(later
knighted for his services) gnd General ~ a c d o n a l d ~ r c a c h e~dh a s a
they
. . had killed about 1,500 Tibetans for the loss of less than a dozen of
their own men.
The Dalai Laina had fled to Outer Mongolia. There were no
Russians in the Holy City and no sign that any had ever been there.
Faced with complete fiasco, Prime Minister Arthur Balfour and
his Cabinet, with chlldish petulance, decided that if there was no other
way of saving British face the troops had better destroy the walls and
gates of Lhasa and seize leading citizens as hostages.
Younghusband found a inore decorous and, he hoped, more
profitable way of dealing with the situation. He compelled the Tibetans
to sign a treaty in the Potala by which an indemnity of L~oo,ooowas to
-.
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be pid in seventy-five instalments. As security the British wodd
occupy the Chumbi Valley for seventy-five years untd the last payment
was made. All fortifications between Lhasa and India must be destroyed.
without ~ r i t i s hconsent no part of Tibet must be ceded, leased, sold
or mortgaged or occupied b y any foreign power. N o such power must
intervene in Tibetan affairs and no foreign representatives or agents
must be admitted to the country.
~t might be thought that if Britain had denied China's sovereignty
in Tibet the terms of t h s treaty completely destroyed any pretence of
Tibetan independence. But it was altogether too much for the British
~overnmenrwhich repudiated ~ o & ~ h u s b a n d ' sinsistence that a
~ritishtrade agent should be stationed in Tibet, reduced the occupation
of the Chumbi Valley to a period of three years and the amount
of the indemnity by two-thrds. With nice irony the Chmese Government, as the sovereign power in Tibet, insisted on paying the bill and
the British Treasurv L~ocketedthe monev without Drotest.
L
Less than two years later, the sovereignty of the Tibetans was a
fiction in London. Finding; them as indifferent to her interests as they
had always been Britain once more recognised China's 'full powers and
finding them in good form' signed a new Convention respecting Tibet
with the Emperor in Peking without telLng Lhasa anythng about it.
And in 1907, without telling either the Tibetans or the Chinese,
Britain signed another secret t;eaty with Russia relating to Persia,
Afghanistan and Tibet where the interests of the two countries might
conflict. By this agreement they both recognized the 'suzerain rights
of China' in Tibet.
In I909 the Chinese I m ~ e r i a lGovernment restored the Dalai
Lama as- v i c e - ~ e ~ e nboundLby
t
the laws of the sovereign state of
China and he returned to his capital only to flee to India when the
Chinese sent troops to Lhasa to assert their authority.
When he appealed for help the British Government told him it
could not 'intervene between the ~ a l aLama
i
and his suzerain', and
Lord Morley, Secretary of State for ~ndia,expressed the opinion that
the Chinese return would probably result in a strong Tibetan Government.
In 1911, when the Manchu Dynasty was overthrown by the forces
of Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the Dalai Lama from exile declared h s country's
independence from Peking and in January 1913 returned to the Holy
City where in the confusion of revolution Chmese authority had
collapsed. It is on t h s declaration that the fourteenth Dalai Lama has
based his claim to the United Nations that the Chinese Comnl~lists
violated hs country's sovereignty in 19sI.
d

d
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Britain's last serious attempt to influence events in Tibet came in
1914 when she summoned a conference at Simla, inviting Tibetans
on an equal footing with the Chinese, who were informed that if they
did not accept the summons a treaty defining frontiers and making
new trade arrangements would be collcluded without them.
Russia was not informed of this violation of the St. Peterrburg
treaty of 1907, but before they could object, they and the British were
too busy defending themselves in Europe to argue or quarrel about
Tibet. The C h e s e denounced the treaty. It was at Simh that the
McMahon Line was drawn up. It has never been recognised by China,
But ever since many Britishers have regarded this demarcation as if it
had been drawn across the Indian-Chinese mountains by the hand of
God instead of by the pencil of a British oficial.
During the Second World War, when the extra-territorial rights
of foreign powers in China were an embarrassment to allies fighting
for freedom and self-determination, Britain, China and the United
States discussed their relations. In an aide-memoire in 1943 the British
Embassy in Washngton acknowledged 'formal Chinese suzelaint~'in
Tibet but also hoped to secure for the Lhasa Government 'the full
enjoyment of local autonomy', with the right 'to exchange diplomatic
representatives with other powers'.
The State Department replied:
'The Government of the United States has borne in mind the fact
that the Chinese Government has long claimed suzerainty over Tibet
and that the Chmese constitution lists Tibet among areas constituting
the territory of the Republic of China. Tlis Government has at no
time raised a question regarding either of those claims.'l
So the United States o6ciallY acquitted Apei of treachery before
he was accused of it and China of aggression against an independent
sovereign Tibet before she was alleged to have committed it.

I.

Edgar Snow: The Other Side ofthe River (Gollancz, London, Random House,

New York).

THE HOLIEST OF HOLIES

had done as much work in our first three days in Lhasa as nlost
newly arrived travellers were expected to do in three weeks. Now,
after our journey to the Drepung Monastery festival under the fierce
sun and our long talks with the Panchen Lama and Apei, we were
advised to rest. Like the girl who had examined us after our arrival
the doctor who came to check our blood-pressures again looked as
though he might be a first-year student. In fact he was twenty-eight
and a veteran of the new Tibet medical services. Our rising pressures
were being controlled with drugs.
We hadn't felt the need of oxygen kept in huge c~lmdersin the
guest house for emergencies, but after walking about for a few hours
our shoes felt as if they were soled with lead. When we climbed the
short staircase to our room we went slowly, pausing occasionally, and
were glad to sink into armchairs for a few minutes when we got there
before exerting ourselves again. ~fwe tried to move quickly over short
distances we were as breathless as if we had run a hundred yards. A
tot of smooth Chinese brandy helped to tighten our sagging muscles,
or we thought it did until the doctor suggested that half a small tot a
day would be more than enough. I ~rotested,'But my doctor at h ~ m e
calls that "old man's milk".'
The young man smiled. ' ~ t ' srocket fuel for the heart up here.'
Normally placid people often become irritable when they ascend
suddenly to high altitudes. Trivial inconveniences and frustrations
provoke the more highly strung into temporarily uncontrollable
temper. Perhaps this explained why after being so gently reproved for
drinking brandy I was ungracious enough to thank our medical
adviser by saying that we didn't wish to be treated as special visitols,
taking up the time of overworked medical staff at the Lhasa ~ o s p i t a l *
'You are helping us as n ~ u c has we are helping you,' he said. 'Everyone coming here for the first time is medically interesting. By checking
69
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their reactions we are learning how bodies can be expected to ada t to
changed conditions. Because Tibetans didn't know anything a out
oxygen, they used to think, and some still do, that "mountain sickness" on the high passes was caused by evil spirits who resented hurllans
invading their kingdom.'
When the first Chmese medical units arrived in Tibet they didngt
bother to check blood changes carefully enough, especially in pregnant
women from the plains, until one after another miscarried because
their blood structuie was altered. Red cor uscles multiply rapidly at
high altitudes to increase absorption of t e reduced oxygen in the
atmosphere.
'That is why,' said the doctor, 'you will see Tibetans who mav
not be healthy at all with rosy comdlexions.'
When it was realized why women were losing their babies those
who became pregnant soon after arriving in the country were sent
back to the valleys. After living on the high plateau for six months or
so they could have children quite safely.
With 8,000 feet of movie film and a thousand still *pictures to
expose, as well as a comprehensive report to write, we had set ourselves a starting pace whlch no one could keep up anywhere for five
weeks. let alone here where two or three hours' effort was as exhausting as a day's work in England. After only three days we were relieved
to take an ordered rest which we had been too excited and impatient
to give ourselves.
The natural beauty of Tibet is breath-taking aesthetically as well as
physically. Its frontiers enclosed by the highest mountains in the
world, its wild grasslands, deserts and broad valleys by smaller but
still majestic ranges, it is the most peaceful, secure and restful of
countries. Until, as though the gods are suddenly bored by the
serenity they have created, the steel-blue sunlit skies are split and
shattered by fierce winds and electric storms which explode like the
crack of doom. Sometimes demons who, the people believe, live in
the dark underground world, join in the empyrean lark and smash the
earth above so that villages and their inhabitants are swallowed in vast
craters or drowned in tKe waters of lakes and rivers which engulf the
land.
In 1954 large areas of south Tibet were devastated by earthquakes
and floods. We were not to be imperilled by such spectacular catastrophe during our journeys. But in this violent world there are more
frequent ways of dying than by being knocked on the head by flying
rocks.
The most ferocious killer in Tibet is pneumonia and its most
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common cause exposure to rapidly changing temperatures. Shining
through the thin air of the cloudless sky the sun will peel the skin from
flesh like a blowlamp. It has been presumed by some travellers
that Tibetans don't wash their bodies except on festival occasions because dirt protects them from the ravages of weather. There is also no
piped water and unless you live near the banks of a river, stream or
lake you won't be encouraged to walk a few ndes for a bath after
work. Since your fanlily and neighbours smell no sweeter than yourself, they won't be aware of your own condition. Unlike Hindu deities,
Tibetan 'gods' don't regard cleadness as a virtue so there is also no
compulsion towards bodily hygiene.
But just as the Chinese when they had no knowledge of pathology
drank only boiled liquids because they found they often got sick if
they didn't, the Tibetans, who knew nothng about the real causes of
Illness, learned partly to protect themselves from their natural enemies
by experience. Hence the standard working dress of the countryman.
To labour under the burning sun is intolerable with any clothes on but
within a few moments the sun may be hidden by a small bank of cloud
and the sudden cold pierces to the bones like a knife. The cloud passes
and the sweat yours out again. So you wear a shuba, a volumii~ous
loose-fitting sheepskin jacket. In the sun's glare you throw it off your
shoulders and work naked to the waist where it is secured to prevent
it falling round your knees. Once more clouds obscure the sun and in
an instant you can pull your shuba over your torso again.
If you are careless and cool off for too long, you will get a severe
chill. Then, even if you can afford to pay for holy pills containing
excreta and urine of a Living Buddha, you will die unless your natural
antibodies are more numerous and stronger than the pneumococci
waiting for a chance to kill you.
The Chmese doctor warned us, 'Never go out without your coat,
however hot it is, and put it on as soon as the sun goes in.' He added
(a grim forewarning of near-disaster to overtake Roma forty-eight
hours later), 'We have all the antibiotics in Lhasa now but they don't
always work quickly enough at this height where the heart can't stand
much strain.'
So on our first walk through the city we carried our thick cottonpadded jackets over our arms and strolled back through BOO years into
the twelfth-century city. As in a dream, when all sense of waking time
ls a confusion where we meet and talk with the dead and living in a
spaceless, timeless present, we were not surprised. The ragged, dirty,
fnalodoro~s,sinister, handsome, crippled, sturdy, colourful crowd,
~ o s t h gamongst the shops and stalls, garnet-habited monks fingering
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long rosaries, old men and women shutAing along the narrow
mudcaked streets twirling their prayer wheels, small distant figures
in the shadow of the Jokhan cathedral; we had met them all before when we were children, in Peter Breughel's paintings, Shake
speare's plays, the Canterbury Tales and the pictures in our history
books.
A young gallant in a Plantagenet-style fur-trimmed hat walked
towards us playing hopscotch over the puddles to keep his fine new
knee-length boots clean. A merry-faced white-haired old lady in a
long brown gown and shovel hat might have been any housewife
shopping in a London street when Crookback was on the English
throne.
And then, as one dream scene becomes another, a girl furiously
ringing her bell wobbled round a corner on a new bicycle and a whitecoated traffic policeman, standing on a pedestal, held out his baton
inlperiously for her to stop so that we could cross the street. We
turned to see if all was clear behind us and were looking at a Humber
Super Snipe limousine which was slowing down to let us reach the
other side. Sitting in the back an ecclesiastical dignitary in a goldenyellow, red brocaded gown stared with bemusement at our white faces
looking at him from above o m Chinese clothes. The policeman told
our interpreter that he was the Abbot of Sera Monastery.
Now we were engulfed by two or three hundred children who
gazed at us as if we were from another planet for we were the first
foreigners they had ever seen. Like the crowds at Drepung they discussed us excitedly, touching their noses, stroking their own faces and
pointing to ours. But when it occurred to them that they might be
embarrassing us, they stood politely aside to let us pass into the
cathedral where they didn't follow us.
In the stone-paved forecourt near the shade of two willow trees
which legend says grew from a hair of the Buddha, decrepit women,
each with her wrists linked by a rosary, prostrated slowly before the
massive open doors through which, beyond an open court, the faint
lights of votive lamps could be seen burning in the dark windowless
temple.
The Potala Palace, which Landon wrote would dwarf l on don and
eclipses Lhasa, is the home of the Dalai Lama and the tombs of his
previous incarnations, but, apart from his person, it has no special
religious significance for Tibetans. Drepung, the biggest monastery in
the world, Sera the second biggest and Gaden, are great ecclesiastical
towns where more than 20,000 monks practised their religion. The
Lamaserie of Shigatse, home of the Panchen Lamas, is more splendidly
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furnishedand decorated than any of them. But the Jokhan is the ~~l~
of Holies of Tibet.
The Potala is the first building a pilgrim sees when he approaches
[he ~ 0 City.
1 It
~ is to the Jokhan that he first makes hls way to say his
Pnyers. For here is the most sacred treasure of the land. This is the
Shrinebuilt in A.D. 652 for The Jo, the great Buddha brought by the
Princess Wen Cheng from Sian (whose wedding progress we saw
marvellously sculptured in butter at Kumbum Monastery) to Lhasa
on the occasion of her marriage to King Songsten Gambo.
F. Spencer Chapman, who was a secretary with the British MISsion to Lhasa in 1936,~described the worshppers at the entrance
to the Jokhan, some of whom, for a small fee, were probably doing
penitential exercises by proxy for rich sinners who hadn't the time or
inclination to attend. He also found a crowd of nearly a hundred
beggars, 'some diseased and decrepit, exciting unutterable pity, others
able-bodied and clamnorous, needing nothing so much as a good
whipping'.
The only beggar we saw in Tibet was a monk who appeared to be
mentally defective, soliciting alms from pilgrims at the Drepung
Monastery festival. Presumably thinking that whlpping wasn't a
particrdarly sensible or effective method of dealing with t h s social
nuisance, the new civic authorities, by the time we arrived, had put
the healthy to work and told the sick the way to the new hospital.
The main gate was guarded by an elderly monk smelling as if he
hadn't been washed since he was born. He sat on a huge hassock
wrapped in a voluminous cloak of yellow padded silk, shining with
butter grease.
lm&ediately beyond, in a gloomy lobby, low whispered muttering~of 'Om mani padme hum' (Hail to the jewel in the Lotus), the
Hail Mary of Tibetan Buddhism whch is on the lips of the devout in
every waking hour, rose from the walls by which more worshippers
prostrated.
We approached the first shrine through an ancient galleried courtyard. Landon had observed that the '~aintingson the wall were barely
distinguishable through a heavy coat of dirt and grease and it was
difficultto imagine the colours with whch the capitals of the pdars
and the raftered roof [of the verandah] overhead had originally been
painted'.
Now the buildings blazed with colour. The pillars glowed with
fresh red lacquer and the intricate carvings of animals, birds and
t
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flowers on the capitals of the pillars supporting the roof were gay
with new blue, red, green, gold, yellow, turquoise and white paint,
In the '59 rebellion monks and lay rebels locked themselves in the
Jokhan armed with rdes and old mache-guns. There have been lurid
descriptions of heavy damage done to t h s and other temples by
Chinese troops. But in a report on the fighting Captain Yang Kinghwei, who was in charge of an infantry detachment, has stated that he
with other Chinese commanding officers was ordered not to hit the
Potala, the Summer Palace of the Dalai Lama in the Norbulingka nor
the Jokhan. Certainly any major new repair to this ancient structure
would have stood out from its background like a livid scar and there
was none to be seen. The touch of: flame in the antique, bone-dry
timbers would have set all the building alight. In a second court, immediately before the temple, was a garden, lit by the bright colours which
seem more vivid in Lhasa than anywhere else in the world, of asters,
dahlas, hollyhocks, snapdragons and stocks.
W e passed into the first chapel through a rancid haze which hung
in the still air over the threshold like a transparent curtain. Inside, with
our first breath, our lurlgs were choked with the now familiar, thick,
sickly sweet fumes of yak butter, burning in enormous bronze vessels,
and incense glowing before holy images.
The congregation of monks was at service, sitting in two rows,
facing one another. A colossal golden Buddha gazed down on them
from a tall canopied throne. A cantor sitting
" at a table before a small
altar containing ;cores of smaller images and pious decorations, led his
brethren in their sung prayers, conducting the ritual by ringing a little
silver bell.
I sat myself between them with the tape-machine recording the
chant. Soothed by the soft rhythmic monotony of the music I felt my
body becorning weightless, as though in a dream it was suspended
between the stone-vaved floor and the ceiling. A hand touched my
shoulder and I cade to with my head between my knees as I war
passing
into unconsciousness thrAugh a cloud of iicense and butter
fumes.
Overwhelmed with nausea, my companions had fled to the courtyard for fresh air. An old monk whose face was a parchment mask
which cracked into a thousand lines when he smiled, helped me to my
feet and led me out. Mv throat retched until it was cleansed of the
noxious mixture and wiplunged back into the pungent darkness.
Now we were guided through the principal sanctuary into narrow
fusty corridors. From recessed shelves in the walls hundreds of small
divinities, some dressed in frills and laces, watched our stumbling
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progress with laughing, lascivious, impassive, maniac, malevolent,
urdonic,benign expressions. In the deepening gloom, dim outlines of
ragged figures appeared to rush towards us like agonised apparitions
in a nightmareand then to float silently by. Looking back we saw they
were the shapes of men and women hurrying along a line of huge
brass prayer wheels in the form of drums which lined the corridor.
they turned each one, it clicked like a turnstile. They believed that
by this mechanical gesture they were moving on their tortuous
journey towards Nirvana.
NOW stooping to avoid bumping our heads on low lintels we
followed monks through curtains of iron rings linked with bars
wrought and shaped like horses' bits, hanging over the entrances of
small chapels in the thick walls. W e breathed the smoky grease
drenched air as if through sodden blankets.
Each shrine contained a bronze urn of butter burning before a
crowned image whose bulk almost filled the chamber and a number
of lesser Buddhas sitting before innumerable smaller lamps. These
corridors and chapels form the innermost sacred circle of Lhasa.
We shuffled our way from one to another until an old woman
with a rosary clasped in her raised imploring hands stood in our way.
We looked up and found we were at the feet of The Jo.
Before ths priceless and most precious image of the Tibetan faith
were rows of large, beautif~dl~
fashioned and proportioned butter
lamps of solid gold, shaped in the form of Christian chalices. hi the
reflection of their soft light, jewels decorating the god and h s altar
glittered in the darkness like clusters of stars.
Upon a throne flanked by pillars of solid silver and beneath a
canopy supported by two superbly fashioned silver dragons, the face
of the Buddha looked down on us with a timeless expressionless calm.
On his head he wore a thick banded golden coronet decorated
with turquoise and leaves in each of which sat a small golden Buddha.
Beneath the centre leaf was a turquoise said to be the biggest and
most perfect in the world. Tradition tells that this diadem was a gift
of the great fifteenth-century reformer, Tsong Kapa, the St. Benehct
of Tibetan monasticism. The breast of the statue was richly adorned
with necklaces of gold, pearls, turquoise and coral.
It is a Tibetan belief that The Jo, whose body is made of gold mixed
with iron, silver, copper and zinc, symbolizing the construction of the
earth, was not the work of a human artist but of Visvakarma, creative
spirit of the universe.
From this serene presence we called on the hideous guardian
goddess of the Holy City, Palden Lhamo, whom some Tibetans believe
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was reincarnated in Queen Victoria. The widow of Windsor would
not have been amused. The repulsive three-eyed woman of the
Jokhan rides a mule as she eats human brains from a skull. But the
Tibetans made a good prophetic guess when they said that while
Victoria lived, her subjects would not invade their land. Three yean
after her death British Imperial troops marched into Lhasa.
When previous travellers came to this shrine they fouild it overrun with small 'holy' brown mice w h c h were so tame they could be
stroked.When they died they were ground to powder as an ingredient
for medicines. But we saw none. Perhaps they feared that the Communists might chop off their tails with a carving knife.
Fourteen thousand pounds of butter are still burned at the Jokhan
every week. Since the community is no longer permitted to levy
religious taxes on the people and it owns no land or serfs to produce
an income, it depends on the alms of the devout who freely give what
money and butter they can afford. As at Drepung and other monasteries w h c h took part in the '59 rebellion, the cash has been confiscated. But the government pays a subsidy for the maintenance of old
and infirm priests and for the upkeep of the fabric.
A senior lama described how lay rebels, helped by monks, fired from
the roofs into the streets, lulling and wounding some citizens. There
were marks of bullets on walls but the most inconvenient damage was
to the well in the courtyard which rebels filled with rubbish, kcreta
and the putrefying bodies of dogs before they surrendered. They had
defecated and urinated in rooms of the temple. The army cleaned out
the well and restored a clean water supply.
There are 2,000 images and statuettes in the Jokhan, some of
precious metals and lavishly bejewelled. None has been disturbed by
the Chinese nor has any object of devotion or piece of furniture been
removed by them.
W e asked, 'How do the Communist authorities, who don't
sympathise with your religion, treat you personally?'
The lama replied: 'They don't believe in our religion but they
treat us courteously. N o one is pernlitted to make public remarks
which are offensive to us. A daily newspaper is published in Lhasa.
You will not find anything in it which is contemptuous of Buddhism,
but of course, it sometimes criticises the old social system.'
'Do as many worshippers come to your ceremonies as formerly?'
'Yes,' said the lama. 'Also in the shops you can buy incense, prayer
wheels and sheets of prayers. If the authorities were suppressing our
religion they wouldn't be there, and if people weren't still religious,
they wouldn't ask for them.'
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ancient, bare wood-floored rooms beneath the roof some of the
elder brethren who could no longer climb the steep ladders between
the floors and were unable to attend services in the temples below,
were musing away their days on low carpeted benches w h c h were
,Iro their beds. Their gowns were heavy with grease which covered
every inhabitant and every foot of the Jokhan with a thin, slippe
film. This part of the building was lit by small windows covered wit
yellowpaper but it was still too dark for reading. I put down a camera
on a bench near a venerable monk and our Tibetan interpreter quickly
picked it up. I made to sit down beside the old Religious and my comp i o n caught my elbow with a firm gentle grasp to keep me on my
feet, whispering a warning that the room and its occupant were
certainly verminous.
We went out of the musty cells into the cool sweet air blowing
over Lhasa from the snow mountains w h c h encircled us, to photograph the roofs splendidly gilded, painted and decorated with
monstrous dragons and little bells.
Light flashed in the sun from the gold pinnacles of the Potala at
the other end of the city. Here, above the cloying stench of grease,
butter, smoke, incense and old sweat, was a scene of natural beauty
and unsurpassed human creation. It had been a world in whch most
human beings, enslaved by fear and ignorance, found life endurable
only through the hope of a happier illcarnation after death.
The benevolent monks who showed us the Jokhan had formerly
lived on the enforced offerings of the people who did not dare, or
even did not wish, to refuse their demands for fear of a more unfortunate lot in their next existence if they incurred the displeasure of their
pastors. The Tibetan priest could exercise a total tyranny over the laity
because only he could speak on their behalf directly to the gods. If the
layman was refused this service because he did not pay what was asked
of him, then he was totally abandoned.
By quoting the precepts of Buddhism the Tibetan theologian
could deny that a man's salvation was dependent upon such a correct
hman relationship, but the precepts of Buddhism had no more to do
with its practice in Tibet than had the precepts of Jesus to do with the
burning of Christian heretics at the stake.
Some English travellers who preceded us to Tibet regarded this
primitive society with contempt. (In 1904 the working people at
home were often referred to as 'the lower orders'.) It was contemptible enough but like us, as chldren, some of these writers had
probably sung with thoughtless, cheerful assurance, the Christian

X

hymn :

THB TIMELY R A I N

'All things bright and beautiful,
All creatures great and small
All things wise and wonderful,
The Lord God made thein all.
The rich man in his castle,
The poor man at his gate,
God made them high and lowly
And ordered their estate'
which almost precisely echoes Tibetan Buddhist sentiments.
It was also a chastening thought that fifty years before we were
born children of eight worked eighteen hours a day in English mills
owned by good Christian industrialists and were whipped awake with
leather straps by their church and chapel-going foreinen when they
fell into exhausted sleep over the machines.
These Tibetan priests who had been sent by their parents to the
monasteries as chld novices between the ages of eight and eleven were
not being held responsible by the Chinese and Tibetan Communists
for their adult behaviour. They were not regarded with contempt for
the ignorance which was none of their fault. They and their congregations could render to Buddha that which was Buddha's but they no
longer had power to extort from the people what belonged to them,
which was perhaps why we found the same relaxed atmosphere at the
Jokhan as at Drepung.
The same penitents were still performing their devotional exercises
in the dark corridors and entrance lobby and in the yard before the
great gates when we left the 'cathedral'. W e noticed here and elsewhere that no young people were among them.
A large crowd had gathered around us, and a little boy, eager to
get a closer view of our strange faces, ran in front of one of the wotshippers as she rose from the ground and accidentally stepped on her
skirt. With a yell of rage she cuffed him smartly round the head with
her rosary wound round her wrists like handcuffs. The ragged urchin
made a derisive gesture and fled from her furious hands into the crowd
of onlookers w h c h appreciated and applauded the comedy with
shouts of laughter.

DEATH OF THE DOGS

From roof-tops or from distant mountain peaks the setting of Lhasa
is incomparable. But, apart from views of the majestic Potala, at
pund level it is a comfortless collection of mean streets flanked by
flat grey stone and brown mud buildings completely bereft of charm.
Their monotony is relieved only by gay windows which in summer
and autumn are massed with brilliant flowers planted in any empty
old can the inhabitants can find. The elevations of the buildings,
peculiar to all Tibetan construction, also help to break the sharp
angles of the flat-roofed houses and shops. Walls slope inwards froin
the foot, narrowing at the top. Doors and windows follow the same
line so that they too are narrower at the top than at the bottom. T h s
gives them the appearance of being recessed and the effect is heightened
by black bands painted on the sides of window and door-frames.
The overwhelming impression is still of dirt and squalor. There is
no domestic drainage system and no arrangement for the disposal of
sewage. Even with new medical facilities, ~ r o b a b only
l ~ the climate
can save a large part of the population, formerly kept low by venereal
and other diseases and a numerous celibate clergy, from being frequently
devastated by epidemics. Some years ago, 7,000 people in the capital
died of smallpox, one of the most dreaded illnesses in Tibet. A stone
tablet near the Jokhan put up by the Chinese in the eighteenth century
advising precautions against it was the first (and last) public health
notice in the country until the organisation of the present services
began in 1952.
Eleven years before we came, the streets, cleaned only once a year,
were choked with heaps of putrid rubbish in which dead animals as
well as household refuse were left to rot. Citizens squatted wherever
they happened to be, to defecate and urinate. Otherwise they used the
yards of their houses (as they still do) as lavatories. The city was infested with fierce wild dogs which killed and consulned one another
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when they were unable to scavenge enough food. Some, driven mad
by hunger, attacked humans if they caught them alone. Because
theoretically Tibetans as Buddhsts must not take life, none of these
wretched creatures, however diseased or injured. could be destroyed,
There was not one to be seen in the city when we were there. We
inquired what had happened to them. It was explained that the new
medical authorities couldn't tolerate such a menace to health but
neither could they offend religious sentiment by killing animals. so
they were rounded up and placed in compormds where they were left
to starve and eat one another. The last survivor died of hunger. The
Tibetans, relieved of the sin of causing death, were content with this
macabre solution.
There are still hundreds of charming pet dogs in the city. We came
upon a delightful scene by the ford at the back of the Potala where
there is an ancient chorten.' A grey-haired old lady was walking round
it clockwise-the prescribed ritual-twirling her beautiful, small silver
prayer wheel and murmuring prayers as she went. A tiny, fluffy,
white puppy trotted close at her heels. When he was tired he sat down,
faced the other way and waited for his mistress to come round again,
When he got h s breath back, he joined in her devotions once more.
From past accounts we had expected Lhasa to be far more unpleasant than it was. Undoubtedly it was duller for no longer did
Lords and their Ladies and h g h ecclesiastical and government oficials
in splendid exotic clothes ride through the streets on richly dressed
horses, followed by retinues whose numbers denoted the ranks of their
masters and mistresses. But it is a cleaner place to live in than our predecessors found it. There is no rubbish in the streets whch are almost
free of human excreta whch once fouled them. Occasionally we
stumbled over people who suddenly and unselfconsciously squatted in
our path to perform their natural functions, but children and adults
are being taught to relieve themselves more discrcetl~in out-of-theway places and here and there latrines had been built behind low mud
walls at the sides of the roads. Some Tibetans seem to enjoy using them
for they can be about their private business and, since the walls are
only breast high, watch their neighbours go by on the other side at
the same time.
The city is poorer in some of the smaller luxuries which were
formerly imported from India and Europe. A few years ago the
wealthy could buy Swiss watches, German cameras, scotch whisky,
London gin and French brandy and ~erfumes.There are none left. A
I.
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Street dealer offered US some of his last stock of Indian matches at
66,per box. Another had a few tins of Cherry Blossom shoe-polish
ir, a tin. When the batteries of my electric razor gave out, a Nepalese
nader
a Gillette for E4. But there were reasonably priced
,ilks and cottons from Shanghai and Peking and, perhaps the most
benefit of all, the large cheap Chinese vacuum flask. As in
C b a , clotlung materials are strictly rationed because everyone can
now afford to buy some of them and there are not enough, even with
increased
production, to meet demands.
~~wellery
was prohibitively expensive and there was none worth
buying. A small crudely made turquoise pendant of poor quality on
1 brass wire ring and chain was L7. Better and cheaper rings could be
found in an English seaside junk shop. But since nearly all the citizens
seemed to possess some small personal ornament, an ear-ring, necklace
or bracelet, perhaps there had been a run on stocks of the more attractive pieces when serfs first became free to earn money, and only the
unsaleable was left.
Much of Lhasa's commerce is conducted in the streets where, in
fine weather, merchants, taking advantage of the fresh air, set up stalls
in front of their small unventilated shops. Groups of cobblers sit
making the thick-soled highly decorated boots worn by lamas and
the better off who can afford them on festive occasions. Some of these
craftsmen have been persuaded by Communist cadres to pool their
skill and resources and work as mutual aid teams, sharing the cost of
their raw materials and profits. Some have already done well enough
to buy new sewing machines from China and more than double their
old rate of production.
The dark airless rooms, reminiscent of pictures of the first home
workshops in the English industrial revolution, are the beginnings of
mechanised factories which will have to be established as living
standards rise.
Greengrocers' stalls were piled with fruit and vegetables which at
this altitude can grow to fantastic size in the ultra-violet light of the
thin air so that everything looks as if it has been produced in super
hot-houses. Cabbages were so big that we could only just put our
arms round them and carrots and radishes were two feet long and as
thick as a man's arm.
Buddhists are forbidden to eat flesh. Tibetan ~ u d d h ~ seat
t s as much
of it as they can get when they can afford it. The gods must look the
other way at dinner time or the sinners would surely be poisoned by
the yak beef exposed in huge hunks on filthy stalls and crawling with
enormous bloated bluebottles. When we asked monks, who cook
P
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large quantities for themselves, how they reconciled its C O I I S U ~
with the rule forbidding it, they replied blandly that unfortunately in
the long bitterly cold winters it was essential for the preservation of
health, but when we arrived, the city sweltered in a heat-wave.
Casuistry is a theological science in Tibrt. If stray dogs are left to
Starve and eat one another, those who leave them to suffcr are absolved from sin because their own hands have not done the killing,
There was theoretically no capital punishment in Tibrt. Crinlinals,
political or religious enetnies, or serfs who were occasionally murdered by their owners, were not officially executed or murdered. They
were tortured and mutilated, but if death from their injuries occurred
later and not immediately from the hands of those who inflicted them,
no sin was committed. A more refilled way of killing was to throw
a victim from a h g h place. It was the ground below whch caused his
death. From time to time, the roofs of the Potala, 400 feet above the
rocks, have been found most convenient for the disposal of the
unwanted.
It is perhaps unfair for Christians to criticise Tibetan Buddhists
without recalling that for the same reason and by the same reasoning,
Christian priests have also washed their hands of the blood of heretics
condemned to be hanged and burned by the secular arm.
The principal shopping centre, where butchers have their stalls, is
also the Parkor, Lhasa's second sacred circle which runs outside the
Jokhan. Merit can be gained by walking round either of the first two
and if you choose the Parkor you can make a few purcl~asesat the same
tiine. For those with little time or energy to spare, these short strolls
are acceptable to the gods. If you wish to earn their highest favours
you must do it the hard way by going round the Lingkor which in
five rmles completely encircles the Holy City. It is good to walk
round twirling your prayer wheel which with each turn sends invocations flying off to heaven. It used to be better at the same time to give
alms to the beggars who lined the route to help the pilgrims as well as
themselves, but now these pious parasites have been diverted to more
immediately useful occupations.
It is most meritorious to proceed all the way by prostration. To
do thls, you equip yourself with flat wooden or leather palm-protectors which are strapped to the hands. Then you begin the journey
by stretching yourself face downward at full length on the ground
with arms outstretched. You rise, walk to the place your fmger-tips
have reached, stretch full length again and repeat the process. When
you have completed the circuit you will have prostrated more than
5,000 times. Some have been known to collapse with heart failure on
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way. ~n
the eyes of Tibetans they were specially blessed for it is
believedthat all the sins of anyone dying on the Lingkor are irnmedrately forgiven. As in the European Middle Ages, when the rich hired
to perform their more arduous physical penances for them,
it was not unknown for sinners to engage others to stand in for them
on the Lingkor circuit. Apparently automatic absolution for dying on
the holy way is also available for those of any other faith or of no faith
at
but being still unacclimatised we were in no condition to risk it.
~t is recommended that all Lhasa citizens as well as visiting pilgrims
shouldmake t h s sacred journey every day, but when we walked over
part of it, we saw only one inan prostrating his way along.
A manufacturer of photographic light-meters would starve to
death in Tibet, for when the rainy season is over skies are perpetually
blue on most days but it is also the most difficult country in the world
for a Westerner to photograph. As soon as we produced a camera in
a town, we were followed by hundreds of adults and chldren who
wanted to be in the pictures. They crowded around us so that we
could hardly move our arms. Then we would shout in Tibetan, 'Go
away.' Yelling with pleasure at our d i s c ~ ~ t u and
r e with comical
gestures of feigned fear, they scattered and instantly flocked back.
They reeked of dirt and sweat. Most of the chldren had running colds
and since, like toilet paper, handkerchefs are unknown, they wiped
their noses on their sleeves and then pushed against us to get a closer
view of us and our equipment. After a few days in Lhasa when we
were familiar figures our audiences got the hang of what we were
trying to do, so whenever we asked an interesting looking character
to stand apart from the throng to take a close-up portrait, the rest
obligingly stepped aside.
But they also delighted in embarrassing our subjects by telling then1
to wipe their noses, put their hats on straight and stand up smartly.
Overcome with confusion, some of them stared into the lens with
squint-eyed idiotic expressions or exploded into giggles just as the
button was pressed. Once, an old man picked up a roll of film whch
had fallen from my pocket and held it out to me in filthy greasy
fmgers. Then, t M r i n g he might have offended me by touching it,
he quickly put out his tongue in the traditional form of respectful
greeting. To his astonishment, I stuck out my own tongue in response.
The crowd roared with laughter and two little boys slapped each other
on the back, threw themselves on the ground and kicked the dust with
glee. These were exhausting, hilarious expeditions.
We went to look for the strangest community in the city, the
Ragyaba, scavenger-beggar-butcher-undertaker 'caste'. Corpses are
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not buried in Tibet. Like the Parsees of Bombay, who put out their
dead on towers of silence to be consumed by vultures, Tibetan
Buddhists wish no trace of their old bodies, which their souls bve
discarded, to remain. Formerly those of the nobility and hlgh ecclesiastics were burned. The most usual method of disposing of bodies wa
to hack them to pieces and leave them for wild dogs, pigs and vulturer
to eat. In the country this service for the dead might be performed by
male relatives or friends. Those of the poorest who could not afford
the services of an undertaker were -put into rivers and sometimes
suspended in waterfalls.
In Lhasa the grim work of dismemberment was done by the
Ragyabas, outcast scavengers who lived in hamlets of hovels outside
the city. The Chinese are now treating their odious trade as a problem
of social hygiene and as a separate sect they are &sappearing.
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Tibet, naturally one of the most enchanting countries in the world is
still one of the drtiest and most hazardous. Any illness wlich in itself
might be of small account at lower altitudes can be mortally dangerous
in the oxygen-starved atmosphere.
On the night following our first walk in Lhasa, Roma, who had a
slight cold, collapsed with the symptoms of typhoid fever. Her temperature rose to over 105 degrees and she became delirious. She was
racked with pain and violent sickness and withn a few hours was only
half conscious and completely helpless. Two doctors from the hospital
brought a dainty little Chnese nurse from a city clinic to take charge
and another girl with plaits, who announced herself as a pathologist,
to take blood and other samples with which she hurried back to the
laboratory on her bicycle. In between attacks of vomiting the nurse
gave oxygen and antibiotics to Roma without which her overstrained heart might not hold out. The laboratory report came back
within an hour. It was not typhoid. There was no explanation for the
sudden collapse but a severe chill which had set up enteric complications. It was &&cult to believe that a mere cold could reduce a healthy
person to such a desperate condition in a few hours. Next morning
the temperature was still 10s degrees and in the evening an alternative
antibiotic was tried. Unknown to me, but to relieve my anxiety, the
two young doctors had sent a radio message to the senior Chinese
surgeon in Tibet who was seventy miles away.
In the middle of the following night a tall grey-haired man of
sixty-two, who had jeeped for six hours in darkness through precipitous mountain tracks and flooded valleys, reached us. He confirmed the diagnosis of his junior colleagues. The new medicine was
slowly reducing the fever but the strain on the heart was still serious.
Roma was bathed in alcohol and the retching having abated, she was
able to breathe oxygen continuously. NOW she fell asleep, but wakened
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several times to ask anxiously why the Chinese Communists
the
Tibetans, who could hardly afford to do anything once, did everythg
twice. Ths was the last of the delirium but it wasn't the last sllock.
Koo She-lone, who had come to illterprct the senior
instructions, suddenly broke down in the middle of a sentence
wandered through1 the door with a vague expression on his face,1
followed h m into the corridor and caught hi111 ill my arms as he was
sliding down the wall on which he was leaning. Wc lifted hilll into
bed and one of the young doctors exatllined h m and took his bloodpressure. It had fallen da~lgerouslylow.
The nurse fanned Konla with a newspaper and applied cold compresses to her head. When I wakened ill the chair where I had fallen
asleep in my clothes, our patient was peacef~~lly
sleeping, breathing
easily for the first time in three days and the nurse was dozing with
the paper fan dangling iri her fingers. I got up and collided noisily with
a pedestal. Roma opaled her eyes from w h c h the heat had gone, said,
'I'm better,' and fcll asleep again. Defying doctor's orders, I poured
myself the stiffest brandy I had ever drunk and then another.
After forty-eight hours' rest and medication Koo She-lone
recovered.
The doctors came twice every day until Roma was on her feet.
They didn't wish to talk about themselves but we learned that like all
other Chinese medical staff they had volunteered to serve in Lhasa or
anywhere else in the country for as long as they were needed. They
went to their homes for a threc-month holiday every three years, but
had no thought of returning there permanently since they couldn't
imagine a time when they wouldn't be required here. They were
reconciled to staying in Tibet for the rest of their lives.
For young people brought up in the great Chinese cities-Peking,
Shanghai, Sian, Chengtu, where they had qualified-a more comfortless place couldn't be imagined. Plays and concerts were given in the
new theatre. There were occasional dances and weekly film shows,
and there was always, inescapably, the Potala, which after a few weeks
was a great weight in the eyes. But apart from these diversions there
was little interest in the city to stimulate a lively mind and the ouly
other towns within visiting distance were duller and more primitive.
The landscape of the lush green Lhasa Valley and the splendid snow
mountains which enclose it are lovely, but as an Italian restaurateur
friend in the delightful town of Orta San Giulio replied when we
envied his surroundings, 'You can't live on a panorama.'
These young people weren't to be judged by the standards of
those who wish to get on in their profession and enjoy a rich and
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interestinglife. They were missionaries ins ired by zeal to do good for
the sake of doing it although they woulBhave been embarrassed by
an appraisal of their motives. They were not encouraged by hope
,I
in Heaven in which they didn't believe. They must, of
course, have lieard of accusations by the Dalai Lama and those who
wait with hill1 to India that their comrades were externlitlating the
Tibetan race by torture and murder and that they themselves as doctors
(whowere in Lhasa when tlie atrocities were said to have begun) were
contributingto the crime by sterilising Tibetan men.
we would have invited their comments on these charges but in
the face of their devotion to thousands of sick people, which we were
to see for ourselves, it would have been an indeccilcy to repeat them.
~nsteadwe went to see the only form of medical treatment whlch
would have been available to us if we had lived in Tibet before they
came. At the 'traditional' hospital, Mr. Liang Hung, Director of the
Public Health Bureau, introduced us to its former principal, the
High Lama Chinrob Nobo, Tibet's most famous doctor. This eightyyear-old monk was the Dalai Lama's personal physician. Now infirm
and nearly blind, he lives in semi-retirement on a government pension
in a luxurious apartment.
Here he is surrounded by his household and religious treasures
appropriate to his high ecclesiastical rank-rows of gold and silver
images in finely carved and painted cases, holy water vessels and other
rare antique objects of Buddhst devotion. Bearing a striking resemblance to Pope John, the gentle old inan received us on a couch
which was also his bed, covered with beautiful carpets and heavily
embroidered cushions. The canopy and walls of l i s alcove were richly
decorated with paintings of Buddhas, birds and animals. He was
dressed in a gown of fine russet silk with wide yellow sleeves.
Nowadays, when he feels well enough, he sees one or two patients
a day, personal friends and cases w h c h have baffled his younger colleagues. During our visit he treated a lama and the baby of a young
woman by laying on of hands and words of advice.
Before the Chinese came in 195I, only monks could become medical
students and, like all the other 500 Tibetan doctors in the country,
Chinrob Nobo was trained at the school of medicine on the top of
Iron Hill, the highest building in the city, overlooking the Potala,
which was established soo years ago. There they were taught a system
of healing comprising old Chinese medicine including acupuncture
and moxibustion, astrology and religious magic therapy.
These practitioilers ministered only to the higher ranks of lamas.
the nobility and officers of the Army. Poor monks and laity were
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entirely dependent on prayer and such simple home remedies as were
known to them. In fact they were probably no worse off than those who
could afford 'cpalified' doctors and some may have lived longer because
they escaped the attentions of 'holy science'. If they could afford it they
might purchase pills containing excreta of living Buddhas or draughts
contaitling their urine which were considered sovereign ingredients
of prescriptions.
With terrifying confidence-terrifying, that is, to any patient aware
of its implications-Dr. Chmrob and his professional colleagues were
able in their sublime innocent ignorance of scientific medicine to
believe that a patient could die only through a doctor's negligence. The
~ u d d h awas infallible and therefore if a physician was thoroughly
conversant with the Scriptures he must be able to cure ally condition.
~f he failed, then he hadn't read them conscientiously or had forgotten
the relevant passages.
~t took a Tibetan monk-medical student much longer to qualify
than a student of modern medicine. Nine years of the Lhasa curriculum
were required to nlemorise the four standard textbooks, the first of
which was published 2,000 years ago and was reckoned to be still up to
date in 1962 because the first author was an inspired high incarnation
who could not have beell allowed to err. It was revised by a Living
Buddha who lived to 125.
Before a student ~assedhis finals he must be able to recite all the
textbooks or any part of them from memory. But since the memories
of even the holiest lamas sometimes failed, they couldn't be blamed for
occasionally forgetting to apply the right remedies and allowing their
patients to die accidentally. There was no need of post-mortem examinations, which were forbidden by religion anyway. The cause of death
could always be discovered by reference to the textbooks which would
show the doctor where he went wrong.
The venerable 'Dean' was already weary after examining his two
~atients.His failing.
eves could barelv see us and he was so deaf that he
u
found d i f f i c ~ ~inl thearing
~
our quest;ons. W e left him snoozing among
hls cusluons and went to discuss the medical revolution with his
successors.
The traditional medical school is now part of the new traditional
hospital near the city centre. This is a pleasant two-storey house
enclosing a large courtyard filled with flowers round which the groundfloor clinics for out-patients are situated. In an upper room, hung with
silk banners and old religious paintings, the senior members of the
Faculty were waiting for us on the usual carpeted benches. They wore
white doctors' coats over their monks' gowns and white caps. A thin
L
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old ptlernan with a wisp of white beard and a pair of t d l i n g e y e
behind thick-lensed spectacles announced himself as Ah Wang chu
Tza and introduced his colleagues who were specialists in their various
departments.
He courteously explained the basic concepts of Tibetan medicine
to which, he said, all human beings, animals and plants were
composed
of metal, wood, water, fire and earth. Good health was
maintained when these elements were kept in balance. For example,
if anyone was deficient in metal, he would be weakened. His bones
would not develop in infancy and growth would be permanently
retarded so that he would be stunted or deformed. Balance could be
restored by increasing or decreasing the basic elements. For example,
the fire of life burned low in old people. Ths could be brightened by
the external application of heat or by administration of medicine
prepared from plants whch thrived in the hot sun. So far this was
familiar therapy. We had swallowed pints of iron tonics as chldren
and sulphur tablets to cool our hot spring blood. Wood was a puzzler
until we remembered the taste of charcoal biscuits, and wlile cortisone is prescribed in extreme cases, most of the old folk we know who
are plagued by rheumatism still seek relief with a hot water bottle
and rum whch certainly comes from the sunny side of the world. But
the mystics of diagnosis were more complicated.
Tibetan Buddhism forbade the making of a hole in the body
although this didn't prevent the exposure of holes already there by the
gouging out of eyes of criminals and religious and political opponents.
What is most remarkable about Tibetan trahtional medicine is the
practitioners' ignorance of anatomy. A corpse was so little reverenced
in the absence of its departed spirit that it could be hacked in pieces
for pigs and carrion to eat.' But no 'doctor' in Tibet ever cut up a
body for scientific reasons to discover how it was made and how it
might work.
SO the walls of the medical school which Ah Wang Chu Tza took
us to see were draped with charts of the human frame, some designed
a thousand years ago, showing the circulation of the blood beginning
in the right arm. The heart of a man was drawn on the left side of the
body and that of a woman on the right. The pelvis, in male and female,
was depicted in such a way that walking would have been impossible.
Ah Wang Chu Tza said that in the ancient classics there were references to insects causing &ease but this had not led to the study of
bacteriology of which he had never heard until Chinese doctors came to
L

1. The corpses of Dalai Lamas were embalmed, encased in gold and entanbed in
the sitting posture of the Buddha.
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Lhasa. Perhaps it was just as well for if this good man had been encouraged to experiment in a country where the killing of a fly was a
sin, he would certainly have been denounced as an heretic. Some ancient
charts showed scalpels and other recognisable surgical instrumentsof
Chinese origin whch it had been forbidden to use in Tibct so they
had only pictures of them.
Only one operation-amputation of a limb-was pernlissible but
it was rarely performed in the absence of skilled surgeons and suitable
instruments. However, if it was considered desirable, unconsciousness
could be induced by means of an anaesthetic, of wluch there was m
unlimited supply, prepared from the roots of a Tatura tree.
A Western physician would have been fascinated to hear the ino&
doctor ex lainin that a Tibetan anaesthetist would calculate the
amount o anaest etic in exactly the same way as himself-by the size,
weight and general health of the patient. But he would also have found
it difficult to discover the three pulses which Ah Wang Chu T Z ~
assured us were in each human wrist.
Mercury has long been known in Tibet as a treatment for syphilis.
When its obvious symptom, the chancre, dried and fell oA, it was
believed to be permanently cured. The secondary and tertiary stages
were regarded as new and more severe infections. Apparently it was
suffered by women undetected.
From simple herbal remedies and prescriptions which might not
seem strange in any English village and which are sometimes recommended today by the most up-to-date practitioners, Tibetan medicine
departs into a world of legend and superstition where all contact
with exact knowledge is lost.
A key specialist is the calendar man. At the Lhasa tradtional hospital
he is a young monk named Tsu Cheng Chu Tza who is in charge of
the dispensary containing a stock of thousands of herbs. It is his responsibility to see that these and all water used in medcines are collected
according to strictly prescribed rules.
The stars are grouped in twenty-eight constellations and the day
divided into sixty divisions, thirty for the day and thirty for the hours
of darkness. The constellations are studied to decide when the most
suitable weather will occur for the gathering of ~ l a n t sand digging up
of roots and during which division of the day or night it will be most
auspicious to do this work, which must always be performed by monks.
When we were in Lhasa half the members of the Faculty were out in
the mountains and valleys collecting the harvest for the coming winter.
But once more, without these physicians, cheinists and pathologists
being consciously aware of it, they were students of empirical medicine.
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Their forefathers had devised an elaborate magical religious system
which governed every human activity and included all rational and
usefulexperience together with superstition in a witch-doct~r'~
,lo& of irratiollal mysticism. So, a c c o r h g to the Tibetan medical
calendar,January, February and March were inauspicious month
for the collection of water, not for the good reason that it was not
running so freely then and more likely to be fouled but because the
13~ d had
s so ordained it. And, as in China, long before the existence of
harmful bacteria was known, water was boiled by the Tibetan doctors
before it was used in medicine because they had learned that people
sometimes became sick if it was not.
~t the same time they prescribed pills containing excreta of the
Dalai Lama and other Living Buddhas, and used their sacred urine in
draughts. We had read accounts of this practice by other visitors but
had been inclined to regard it as the kind of invention with whch
some travellers from straLge lands like to shock their friends at home.
When we mentioned it t o - ~ hWang Chu Tza the old man was overcome with embarrassment. He looEed at h s colleagues with a silent
appeal to help h m out and then at the Director of the Public Health
Bureau in whose presence he obviously didn't wish to confess such a
medical outrage before foreigners. 'No,' he said softly, 'we don't we
such methods.'
'Then those who wrote of such t h g s were not telling the truth?'
Ah Wang Chu Tza struggled silently with h s conscience for a
few moments and answered, 'Well, I have heard of such treatment.'
'But wasn't the use of such medicines also lughly valued by lama
doctors and patients because it was supposed to contain sometling of
the holy and therefore healing properties of the living Buddha from
which it came?'
Ah Wang Chu Tza was now sixty-three years old and had been a
practitioner all his adult life. Hadn't he prescribed it too because he
had also been taught to believe in its powers? We weren't suggesting
he had committed some kind of professional misconduct. After all,
as in all other countries, medical students could only learn what they
were taught. The old man smiled with relief that the situation was now
understood and we were not seeking to humiliate him and his lama
colleagues.
'Yes,' he said, 'I did believe in it and occasionally recommended
it to patients, but the doctors from the medical schools in Peking and
other-chinere cities have convinced me that it can do no good andmay
be harmful.'
Then he added, surprisingly: '11 wasn't only the urine and excreta
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of Living Buddhas which was looked on as vauable for medicines. For
example, the urine of any eight-year-old boy was considered to be
highly eficacious.'
' w h y was that?'
~h Wang Chu Tza looked at his fellow doctors, who made no
comment.
'I don't know,' he said. 'I'm not sure that anyone knows. It was
just believed and everyone accepted it.'
He explained that such examples of religious therapy were an
exception to the general rules of treatment which were based on more
scientific principles. It was true that pathology as practised by modern
doctors was unknown in Tibet. They were ignorant of chemical
analysis but t h s &dn't mean they couldn't diagnose illnesses from
symptoms which they could see, smell and feel. Modern doctors might
sometimes call them by other names but they were the same illnesses.
For example, the rate of a pulse or the heat of a body indicated a state
of health or sickness. Diagnosis of a patient's condition could be helped
by observing the colour and density of urine. Wasn't that true? It
could not be denied. When abnormalities were detected medicines
which had been tried for centuries could be successfully applied. Modern
doctors didn't always know how the drugs they used were made?
No, they didn't. Ah Wang Chu Tza was now back in his stride.
'And all sick people in the world didn't &e before modern medicine
was practised?' he said.
If he had known about it he might also have pointed out to Western
sceptics that none of the five or six thousand drugs in hls Tibetan
hospital had so far produced deformed and limbless babies as Thalidoinide has done.
So we didn't ask him why he thought powdered rhinoceros horn
could cure lung infections.
We could suppose that he and his companions, who believed that
the earth was flat and shaped like a shoulder of mutton, had also some
good reason for the conviction that the most auspicious time for taking
a pulse was on a Monday morning and that medicines should be prepared when the moon was waxing for then their ingredients were at
full strength. But since they were all now so courteous in their acknowledgment of the superiority of some forms of modern medicine, it
would have been ill-mannered to continue drawing attention to their
less convincing techniques.
Ah Wang Chu Tza was enthusiastically in favour of co-operation
between the old Tibetan methods and the new brought from ChinaHe and his colleagues now realised that some patients who might
4
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otherwisedie could be treated by surgery at the modem hospital
,d they referred such cases for operation. They had been convinced
by demonstrationthat new drugs could quickly and permanently cure
direares if they were treated in their early stages. They had been shown
how in the laboratory doctors could hagnose some complaints immediately by using their special equipment so that patients could be treated
effectively.
With modest pride Ah Wang Chu Tza added that they were now
happy to welcome the doctors from the new hospital and teach them
somethingabout the ancient Tibetan arts of healing.
We walked through the clinics where two or three hundred men,
women and children and a dozen or more monks were being treated.
~h Wang Chu Tza said that the average attendance was 300 a day and
sometimes more than 400 came.
We asked, 'Does the Bureau of Public Health insist that surgical
cases which you can't or won't handle must be sent to the surgeons
at the new hospital?'
'No,' said Ah Wang Chu Tza. 'Such decisions are left to those who
are treating patients.'
'But supposing,' we said, 'that you diagnosed a case of appendicitis
which didn't yield to medical treatment and quickly developed to the
stage where without surgery the patient might die of peritonitis,
delay in surgery might kill hm.'
'Of course,' said Ah Wang Chu Tza, 'we know now that this
could happen and although I couldn't personally recall such events, it
is reasonable to suppose that some people &d die in the past because
we couldn't operate. It would be wrong and unnecessary to permit
that to happen today. If we are in doubt we can telephone at once to
the new hospital.'
As we were leaving t h s endearing old monk and his fellow doctors,
we asked him, 'Then you now think it might not be sinful for surgeons
to make holes in the bodies of patients if they can save lives and that
modern scientific medicine is good?'
Ah Wang Chu Tza reflected for a moment and looked at us with
allio~seyes. 'Yes,' he said. 'There is no denying that there is much
good in science.'
Then he added wistfully, ' ~ u It am still sometimes worried about
the evil spirits.'
When we had travelled 5,000 miles through China in 1960 we had
found old and modern medicine being practised everywhere. At the
great Tung Ren Municipal ~ o s p i t a in
l Peking, with its twelve operating theatres and all the latest facilities for treatment, there was also
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an acupuncture and moxibustion department where in addition to
these traditional methods of surgery thousands of sick people are
treated with herbal remedies and techniques which have been known
for thousands of years.
To our surprise, as well as clailning cures for functional disorders,
the traditional doctors had no doubts of their ability to treat organic
conditions such as appenhcitis, and even poliomyelitis, successfully,
W e had assumed that the governnient was playing politics (and for
time) with medicine and justifying such out-of-date methods because
it couldn't provide enough modcrn doctors and facilities. It was an
~ n ~ l i friend,
sh
Dr. Joshua Horn, a Fellow of the Royal College of
Surgeons, now a senior consultant at one of Chma's greatest hospitals,
who suggested that before taking such a superficial view (not to say 1
politically prejuhced one) we might ask ourselves why the government which had so vastly improved modern scientific medical services
should practise such expensive and time-wasting self-deception.'
Mr. Liang Hung said that in Tibet, apart from the study of traditional medicine, which it would be foolish as well as unscientific to
ignore, there was a more immediate con~pellingreason for encouraging
it and treating its practitioners with respect and sympathy.
'In this country,' he said, 'it isn't just a question of studying medical
folklore which, as elsewhere, coiltains the useful practical experience of
centuries. We have to understand that in the m i d s of the laAa doctors
and their patients their medicines, which will undoubtedly relieve many
illnesses and cure some, are mixed with magical practices and superstitious rituals. For example, you wouldn't be impressed if your doctor
wrote a prayer on a piece of paper burned it to ash and told you to
swallow it instead of sendng you to a dispensary for medicine, but
vou wouldn't convince a lama doctor or h s I~atientthat this method
wouldn't affect disease one way or another just by telling them so. You
would simply offend them, hurt their feelings and get nowhere.
'But in the past ten years we have persuaded about half the people
in Lhasa and other areas in need of treatment to come to our modern
hos~italsand clinics. W e have ~ersuadedthe lama doctors that we have
better buildings for them to work
the& interests at heart by
in. We give them wages so that they needn't ask patients for money or
gifts in kind which they can ill afford. And we encourage them to
learn a little about modern medicine such as simple hygiene by taking
J

I. In 1963 two physicians at a London hospital reported that acupuncture had
been practised with success on patients whose condition had not responded to other
treatment.
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interest in their methods and showing we also want to learn Lorn

them. This creates mutual confidence and respect.'
Mr. Liang Hung described the early experiences of the doctors who
from China to start the rlew hospital. For some weeks no
Tibetan patients came and then one morning a sick lama appeared.
TIle records departineilt now wish thcy had asked him how he found
his way tllere because this turned out to be an hstoric visit. HIScomplaint was apparently relieved to h s satisfaction for w i t h the next
week more than twenty other monks came. They were impressed
by thdr medical treatment but even more by the fact that they were
not asked to pay anything. Then followed the triumphant morning
when the first lay patients arrived. If it was all right for lamas it must
be permissible for them.
But, said Mr. Liang Hung, some came with all sorts of unexpected
recommeildations. A serf suffering from stomach ulcers was asked
how long he had been ill. He said he had been going to a soothsayer on the Lingkor for two or three years. He paid him a small fee
each time, received a prayer on a bit of payer and was told to repeat
invocations. O n his last visit he had told the soothsayer he wasn't
any better. The latter demanded h s usual fee but instead of prescribing,
told him that the gods wished him to go to a certain building. He had
followed directions-and found himself at the hospital. The soothsayer told him to return next day when he would receive fresh instructions about future treatment. He paid another fee and was referred to
the hospital again. So the shrewd quacks continued to get their money
and passed on their patients to the doctors. But since these early days
many had gone out of business because their clients, who soon found
they could be cured for nothing, ceased to patronise them.
For a long time, Ah Wang Chu Tza and his colleagues were
busier than their modern counterparts. Surgery was a sin and without
the magical blessings of priests prescriptions were offensive to the gods.
In warning people against the new hospital there was the important,
a d perhaps overriding consideration that once the doctors began to
cure those who had been incurable, because in their wisdom the gods
wished to punish them with continuing illness, the lamas' monopoly
of medicine would be broken for ever, quite apart from the fact that
valuable revenue, in the form of fees for prayers and rituals for the sick,
would be lost.
The authority of the priests in the theocratic state was complete.
Anything w h c h threatened it was to be resisted, until some lamas
themselves could no longer resist the pain they were suffering from
their
physical afflictions. Perhaps it also became known that one
callle

96

T H E TIMELY R A I N

of the hospital doctors had been called by the Dalai Lama to the
Potala to examine him and that a sister of His Holiness had been seen
by a hospital gynaecologist.
Soon after the first monk came a small special ward in the new
hospital was set aside for monastic patients and success was assured
when a priest, who would have died without it, consented to his life
being saved by surgery. Within a year the medical staff had to be
increased. Then the first Tibetan student went to Peking where after
some preliminary education he entered medical school. Two daysafter
our meeting with Ah Wang Chu Tza we filmed this native modern
surgeon performing an operation for acute appendicitis on a young
peasant from a village fifty miles up the Lhasa Valley.
The new hospital was opened in 1952. It now has 250 beds and a
medical staff of 210. Among sixty doctors there are four Tibetans,
trained in Peking and Sian. Among the nurses are forty Tibetan women
who are also qualified midwives.
Chinese men and women, who according to their accusers had
stood by unprotestingly while children were forced to shoot their
parents and defenceless people were cruelly done to death in the streets,
were so solicitous of their patients' feelings that they were careful not
to kill the vermin with which they were infested lest they should offend
religious beliefs.
There is more to running a modern hospital in Tibet than knowing
about medicine and surgery. Apparently, to gain the confidence of the
sick it is necessary to combine the qualities of a surgeon or physician
with those of a psychologist and possess the patience and sympathy of
a Father Damien at the same time.
It is essential that a hospital and everything and everyone in it
should be clean. Tibetans are usually dirty and often lousy. The ~edical
Superintendent, who came to Lhasa across the mountains on horseback
eleven years ago, told us that before they saw their first patient the
Chinese nurses and doctors, who were all volunteers, were taught how
to treat them as human beings.
Tibetans who weren't used to washing would regard an enforced
bath as a personal affront or assault on dignity. So, if a part of a ~atienr's
body must be cleaned it must be done with the most tactful courtesy.
If he were verminous a doctor or nurse must ignore it. But if it was
essential to remove a louse then it must be removed discreetly and
put safely elsewhere, preferably in a dish. If it was killed the patient
would consider he had been made a party to an unforgivable crime
and more likely than not would leave the hospital and never return.
Even more importantly, if a louse moved from a patient to a nurse or
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doctor they must pretend not to notice but when it was convenient
to do so without ostentation they could pick it up and put it out of
harm's way.
The superintendent said t h s behaviour became so much a part of
nornlal procedure that in the first few months, doctors and nurses
didn't depart from it even when a patient was unconscious. 'I was
wsirtinga surgeon at one of our first operations,' he said, 'when I saw
a louse which had crawled from the patient to his forearm. He flicked
hir wrist to shake if off but it stuck. So I picked it up and was loolung
for a dish to put it in when the humour of the situation struck me. There
was the patient on the table, blissfully unconscious under deep anaesthesia and there I was worrying about his louse. So I killed it. But there
were no Tibetan nurses present-we hadn't trained any yet for theatre
work-or I wouldn't have dared. After that we deloused unconscious
patients in the preparation room, making sure that no Tibetan assistant
was in sight.'
For the first year or two there were only Chinese nurses. But then,
from the new schools, where they had learnt a little science, came the
first few Tibetan volunteers. It was a long time before the first went
into the operating theatre. Later she and others told the Superintendent
that they always went to the temple to ask forgiveness for committing
sin in helping at surgery. Now they didn't worry any more because
it seemed to them that the gods couldn't be offended when they
helped to save the lives of dying people or relieved them of suffering.
The pleasant scent of disinfectant and continual scrubbing with
soap and water could not remove the pungent smell of stale sweat and
mwashed clothes from t h s hospital. T h s could only be dispersed if
every patient were soaked in a hot bath as soon as he arrived and everything he wore was burned. And then it would come back with the
relatives who usually lodged with the sick in their rooms and wards
until they were better.
We found old women helping to look after their husbands who
would have refused to come without them. Chldren seemed never to
be without their mothers. The doctor we should have liked to have
been with us here was Sir James Spence. Many years ago some babies
in English hospitals died inexplicably. Those were the days when some
doctors were so concerned with the dangers of infection that, accorchg
to the latest theories, infants were isolated in glass-walled cubicles. Some
of thein died all the same, from no identifiable germs. It occurred to
Dr. Spence that perhaps they had been killed by loneliness. At any rate
he would have none of the glass-cubicle technique in his Newcastle
hospital. When we went to see him he had ~ersuadedthe authorities
C

9s

THE TIMELY RAIN

to buy a few houses whch he transformed into medical and surgical
nurseries where small patients were nursed by their mothers who
prepared their food and lived with the111 as if they were at home,
until they were well. When infants had operations, the first people they
saw when they wakened were not strange doctors or nurses but their
own mothers. They didn't die mysteriously or from infections brought
by their parents.
Because some patients would not have stayed without them, the
doctors in Lhasa also encouraged mothers and relatives to come with
the sick and injured. Accorhng to the textbooks the hospital should
have been devastated by infections-we saw a mother with filthy,
greasy hands adjusting a clean bandage over a new abdominal wound
to make her son more comfortable-but the Superintendent said there
had been no disasters.
Perhaps the Tibetans, by constant exposure, had acquired immunity
to germs which would kill us. Certainly, he said, some would enjoy
immunity but like everyone else all over the world Tibetans died if they
&dn9treceive medical attention when it was imperative. Stnallpox had
killed countless n~unbersin the past. N o one would ever know how
many had &ed of pneumonia and such conditions as peritonitis and
strangulated hernia, let alone venereal diseases, which were prevalent
everywhere. The idea that Tibetans like other people who lived in
primitive conditions were tougher than those who enjoyed more
civilised amenities was a myth, usually fostered by those who mistook
endurance for strength.
W e told the Superintendent about the theory of Sir Charles Bell,
the British diplomat in Tibet who deplored the barbaric punishments
inflicted on Tibetans, but concluded that they weren't as horrible as
they might seem to foreign observers because the victims didn't feel
pain like Europeans. 'If you like to risk what he might do to you in
return,' he said, 'you can easily test that sort of nonsense by sticking a
pin into the next Tibetan you see.'
The success of the Lhasa hospital will be measured not by an
increase but by a decrease in the numbers of patients. ~ f t e the
r first
lamas came for treatment and made it respectable there was a flood of
people with every kind of ailment, from sores to tumours. t he majority
were cured in a few visits. When we came to the city the average
number was about 330 a day, including a large number of women
coming for ante- and post-natal examination, and babies at the childguidance clinic.
A tenth of the male population, with a few promiscuous exceptions,
Living celibate lives in monasteries was one of the reasons for a low
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birth-rate. Another was the custom of polyandry, by which one woman
a family of brothers and polygyny by whch one man married
familyof sisters. But venereal diseases were a cause of sterility and
(here wa a hgh rate of maternal and infant mortality, although the
extent of this will never be known. The return to lay life of thousands
monks who are now marrying and producing families and the
decrease of polygyny and polyandry in a more prosperous society
will rapidly increase the population. But the most important immehate
factor is that the new medical services are reducing the incidence of
by treating venereal diseases and maternal and infant mortality
by ante and post-natal care.
The most dramatic work is done in the hospitals, but 170mehcal
units are working all over the Tibetan countryside where the emphasis
is on preventive medicine.
The most popular department in Lhasa seems to be the eye-clinic
where we found short-sighted folk who hadn't been able to see to the
end of the street in a crystal-clear atmosphere where a mountain ten
miles away seems almost near enough to throw a stone on to it,
loolung with expressions of delighted astonishment through new
spectacles.
The happiest scene in the hospital was a room where a teenage
girl lay in a bed festooned with ropes and pulleys to which her legs
were attached. A Tibetan house physician said she came from a
mountain vdlage in the north-west. She had fallen from a rock and
landed thirty feet below with both limbs smashed. She had undergone four operations during the past year. Her recovery would be slow
but the orthopaedic surgeon was now sure she would walk normally
again. Before surgery came to Tibet she would have been hopelessly
crippled. A grey-haired peasant woman sitting by her bed was looking
intently at the page of a book over which the girl was slowly moving
a finger, and repeating letters after her. This was the patient's mother
and her daughter was teaching her to read.
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THE LITTLE W O R L D OF DA CHUEN

For three weeks we travelled in the countryside. Choose one of a
hundred villages in the Lhasa Valley to describe the lives of the peasants
eleven years after the Chinese Communists came and you have
described them all. W e co~lldvisit any we liked for we had insisted
that there should be no arranged journeys. W e had a jeep, a driver
and a Tibetan interpreter and each day we decided where we should go.
W e would drive off down a road or track not knowing where we
might arrive until we saw a place which looked interesting. Then we
went to it. This was how we found Tsai Gnn Tang, w h c h lies among
fields of barley on the way to Chengtu in Szechuan nearly 1,5oo miles
away. Mountains crowned with perpetual snow look down on the
roofs of squat mud-walled houses like those in which our Saxon forbears lived.
W e walked through a grove of trees (such as surround all Tibetan
villages) and came to a beautiful ancient shrine in the shade of which a
girl was playing with her baby. She introduced herself as Da Chuen,
the wife of a local farmer. An older woman-she later told us she was
fifty-one but like all middle-aged Tibetans looked ten years olderannounced herself as Losang W a Mo. A small boy and girl who
were chasing a piglet round a pond were her grandchildren. We sat
on a grassy bank out of the glare of the sun while they told us how they
lived before the Han (Chinese) people came and how conditions had
changed during the past three years since the Tibetan revolt and the
flight of the Dalai Lama from Lhasa.
'Three years ago,' said Da Chuen, 'everyone here was a serf owned
by the lord Guo Sang Tze. He lived in the city but I don't eme ember
seeing h m . His business was done by a bailiff. W e had pieces of land.
W e didn't pay rent in cash, because we hadn't any to pay with, but
gave up half or more of the crops to our owner. With what was left
over we fed ourselves. If there wasn't enough the landlord didn't take
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Ins for himself but lent US the food we needed and we paid him interest
by doing extra work for him. W e were always in debt.'
~ u the
t Chinese had come to Tibet eleven years ago. Had they
brought no changes? No, said Da Chuen, she and her neighbours hadn't
*loticed any, apart from the road from C h a to Lhasa wluch passed

by Tsai Gon Tang. As far as they were concerned they continued to
jive as usual. Chmese soldiers came to put up telephone wires but they
couldn't speak with them because they didn't talk the same language.
Thev heard rumours that the Chlnese had come to Tibet to literate
the; from foreigners but they didn't know what foreigners were
because they had never seen any so they didn't understand what t h s
talk was about.
If they received no wages from the landlord, how could they clotl~e
themselves?
Losang Wa Mo explained that most of the vdlagers had a few sheep
which they bought with cash earned by collecting and selling firewood.
They spun the wool for their own clothes. As long as they paid Guo
Sang Tze's bailiff what he demanded they could do what they liked
with the land excepting that he told them what crops they should grow
and what animals they must raise.
Besides the accusa;ions of the Dalai Lama against the Chinese, we
had read Communist charges that before the serfs were freed after the
1959 rebellion, feudal lords had often treated them atrociously for
nitpaying debts on time or being insufficiently subservient. ~omeiirnes
they were tortured and even killed. Had any inhabitants of Tsai Gon
Tang suffered such punishments? Losang W a Mo and Da Chuen had
not heard of them.
They were poor, but so was everyone else. It was true they couldn't
leave the land without the serf-owner's permissioil but they hadn't
heard of anyone in the village who wanted to do so. Where would
they go anyway? It was also true that they couldn't get married without
his consent, and when they did their children were serfs who also
belonged to the landlord. But it had always been like that in Tibet. NO
one had ever known any other kind of existence.
The Dalai Lama had written that before the Chinese Communists
came, his people lived contentedly in their Buddhist faith without envy
of others. W e asked Da Chuen and Losang W a Mo if they had envied
the rich and those who weren't serfs. At first they didn't understand
the question but when it was repeated laughed incredulously. obviously
we were joking. Losang W a Mo snorted: 'Who wouldn't envy
someone better off than limself? e hat's human nature. But a lord was
a lord and a serf was a serf. That was how arrangements were made.'
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Until 1959. What happened then?
Then, said Losang Wa Mo, the world turned upside down. There
was fighting in Lhasa between some Tibetans and the Han people
but they only heard about it later. Then Guo Sang Tze's bailiff wasn't
seen in the village any more. Instead Chtlese officials and soldiers came
and told the people they were no longer serfs and that the land of the
landlord belonged to them. All debts were abolished and the old
land deeds were burnt.
After a whlle more officials came and there were meetings with the
elders of the village. The land was split up, so much for this family
and so much for another, according to how many mouths there were
to feed.
So life was better since 1959? Now Losang Wa Mo was sure we
were pulling her leg. The Chinese had told her they were Communists,
but as far as she was concerned t h s meant that she was better off than
she had been before. She could neither read nor write her own language
so that Chinese pamphlets printed in Tibetan were no more than pieces
of paper useful for lighting her stove fire until someone read them to
her.
But what she could understand. and explained with a housewife's
attention to practical detail, was' that where before she and her
husband had owned nothing they now possessed two yaks, one for
d i n g and the other for work. Her family also kept more than twothrds of the crops from the land whch now belonged to them, although it was cultivated collectively by all the villagers, like all the
rest. What they didn't need for themselves they sold to the government
and so for the first time in their lives she and her husband had been
able to provide small luxuries for their cottage, which had been given to
them and for whch they paid no rent. They and their two sons who
were still at home had more to eat and better clothes to wear. Thls year,
because of the worst rains for fifty years, the crops were poorer than
usual but the local government had already explained that there would
be an adjustment in the proportion to be given up as tax so that the
peasants would receive as much for themselves as in 1961.
What kind of small luxuries were they now able to afford? Da
Chuen took us to her home in a muddy courtyard where small
ragged boys, dodging among the walls, pretended to shoot US with
bows and arrows made with rough sticks. There were no windows in
the tiny dark space which was kitchen, living-room and bedroomA wood-fired stove was the only furniture on the earth floor excepting
a wooden platform fixed to a wall which was the family bed. Cooking
utensils hung on a wall but Da Chuen's pride and joy was a new butter-
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chum.She explained that when they were serfs most people couldn't
make the tea properly. They would put a small lump of ~ a butter
k
in a cup and stir it in. Now it could be properly mixed as it should be
md the first article every fanlily bought when they were able to earn
money was such a churn. Carpenters had worked overtime
to make them. During the past year they had also bought a Chmese
vacuum flask so that her husband could take hot buttered tea to h s
work in the fields.
Da Chuen was twenty-two years old and if she had washed all
over twenty-two times in her life she had been exceptionally fastidious.
Her last bath certainly hadn't been this year, although the river flowed
less than a quarter of a mile from her front door. If there were sharply
defmed distinctions between the social status of peasants and h g h lamas,
it would require extra-sensory perception to dstinguish the smell of
one from another.
But if we were no longer astonished by the odours we were
surprised to find people like Da Chuen and Losang Wa Mo bearing
no resemblance to those described by Landon, who wrote of 'the slavish
terror which is the whole attitude towards religion of the ignorant
classes of the land'.
The villagers of Tsai Gon Tang seemed indifferent to the fate of
a decaying temple, whose priest had gone off to get married. Perhaps
they were relieved not to have to keep him. It was now occupied by
a group of young Chinese and Tibetan agriculturists who were nlakitlg
a study of crop conditioils in this part of the valley. But Da Chuen and
her husband still put prayer flags over their house to ward off evil
spirits. We felt this was more the precautionary equivalent of touchmg
wood (or of some English Christians attending church at Easter and
Christmas) than a conviction that if they ddn't the roof would fall in.
It won't occur to Losang Wa MO'S eldest grandchld, seven-year-old
Gnu Zhu Wa Mo, who goes to the first elementary school the valley
has ever known, that a piece of cotton possesses magical powers.
We had expected to find hospitals and schools in Tibet but now
Da Chuen took us to see a new social service, the first old folks' home
and orphanage in the country. Like others in the village, the cottages
were dark, windowless, mud-walled, earth-floored rooms. An English
farmer would be prosecuted for keeping a tuberculn-tested COW in
one of them, but the aspect from their narrow front doors was delightful, for they were built round an old courtyard which had been transformed by the farmers into a garden filled with flowers. ~ncongruously.
the ancient inhabitants, the oldest ninety-two, were dressed in rich
colourf~lclothes of fine silk and costly brocade which the matron, a

104

THE TIMELY RAIN

lively Tibetan peasant woman, told us were taken from the homes
the nobility who had joined the rebellion. It was rough justice, but
still justice, she said, that those who had worked to provide the nobles
with this splendid apparel should now be wearing it themselves.
The home, like the village school, was maintained by a fund provided by the sale of surplus farm produce. These services worked out
at a few pence per head of thc village population a month. A former
lama who had left one of the snlaller monasteries was the teacher. He
was paid a small wage in cash but received h s food and lodging for
nothing. The matron, a widow with grown-up children able to fend
for themselves, was employed on similar terms.
The Dalai Lama had written that before the Chinese came there was
plenty of food for all and shortage was unknown, but since their arrival
because vast quantities were requisitioned for the Army and the
economy was chsrupted, there had been famine for the first time. In the
evening we discussed the situation with the local farmers. Losang Wa
Mo's husband, who, like his father and pandfather before him, was
born here, said it was true there was more than enough for everyone to
eat before the Chinese came but the landlords and nobles, who with
the monasteries owned all the land and those who worked it for them,
got most of it. What was left for the peasants when they had aid
taxes in the form of the ~roducethey grew was not more than sufficient
to keep a man fit for hisjob. The staple diet was tsampa whch was good
and nourishing but if he and his fanlily got a piece or two of meat on
festive occasions they counted themselves fortunate.
The C h e s e ~ r k he~said,
, had not taken an ear of barley from
their fields. Far from it-they grew as much of their own food as they
could on land which was allocated to them and obtained the rest from
the surplus whlch was collected as tax. But since they were rice eaters
and Tibet wasn't a rice-growing land they brought t h s from Szechuan
and he had seen lorry loads of it coming up the new road from
Chengtu.
When they were in a hurry to gather the harvest, as now, because
so much had been ruined by rain and they were afraid of losing the rest,
Chinese soldiers came to help the villagers and if we had gone into the
surrounding fields earlier in the day we should have seen some of them
reaping. If we returned tomorrow we should find some still there.
There was no need for us to do so because during our talk, Chuang Wei,
our assistant movie cameraman, who had gone off into the country to
get some pastoral film shots, came to say he had taken scenes of the
army helping the peasants to gather the barley. During the next few
weeks we saw them wherever we went, harvesting for their own
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and helping the civilian population wherever they needed
extra labour.
~ u itt was the condition of the army horses and mules which
Provided the most striking confirmation of the story we heard in Tsai
GO^ Tang. They were nearly all thin and underfed whle those of the
Tibetans, like the ponies we saw in the grasslands, were fat and sleek.
we were so inhgnant at what we thought was neglect of these poor
basts that when we met the head of the Agriculture Department we
complained that the Chinese should be ashamed of showing such indifference to the welfare of animals for whch the Tibetans had high
regard. The Director apologised and explained that the Army, whiih
had some difficulty in feeding itself, was short of fodder for the horses
and mules and sinie there waS; an order strictly forbidding them to take
any from the inhabitants, they didn't get as much to eat as they should.
Apparently even Chinese Communist bureaucracy, whch we had
found was usually run with common-sense sympathy when dealing
with human beings, could be stupid when it was concerned with
animals. And this was all the more extraordinary in a country where
religion forbade ill-treatment of a fly and where otherwise the ~ h i n e s e
had been overcautious in ensuring that they did not offend Buddhists
by breaches of etiquette. For example we had been briefed on how to
behave not only in temples but in the streets so that we shouldn't walk
round a holy memorial in an anti-clockwise direction. In fact we walked
everywhere without regard for conventions and no one paid the
slightest attention. The Director solemnly ~rornisedto bring our complaint to the notice of the proper authorities. It struck us as comical
that we had come 1,500miles to see if human beings were being tortured to death and found the only complaint we could make was of
the ill-treatment of Chinese Army horses and mules.
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When theAmerican Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, annolulced
to the world that the Communists had broken up Chinese families
by imprisoning them in commune barracks where husbands and
wives slept in separate dormitories and chlldren were segregated
in state nurseries, apparently it didn't occur to newspapers which reported him that it couldn't be true. For if it was the Chnese Goveinment had succeeded in re-housing more than 600 million people in
less than two years, which was something the American building
industry-or, for that matter, the entire resources of all the building
organisations in Europe as well--couldn't achieve. But perhaps unconsciously, like a person whose brain listens to a record while he is
asleep, Mr. Dulles had learned from Dr. Goebbels, who organired the
Nazi propaganda machine on the assumption that if you wish to
convince people of untruth it must be so outrageous that it will
stun hearers into a condtion where they are incapable of questioning
It.

After the Cuban crisis a United States Minister surprised the Press
by stating that mis-statements of fact had been issued Ly the government. He insisted that the publication of what he described as 'managed'
(or untrue) news was justified when it was in the interest of the
State to lie.
Soon after the Chinese Communist troops entered Tibet the same
newspapers were reporting that millions of Chinese civilians were
streaming after them from starving China, their only luggage being
empty rice bowls and chopsticks. It was not long before readers were
told that Chinese refugees were eating Tibetans out of house and home
and as a result there was famine in the land. As in the case of the commune barracks story, it didn't apparently occur to those who printed
this new nonsense that it couldn't be true either. They had also for106
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otten that they had printed articles which proved it was impossible,l
g
The stories of starving Chinese peasants invahng Tibet like locusts
were printed at the same time as the news that after the crop failures
1958, 1959 and 1960, hundreds of thousands of peasants who had
gone to work in Clinese factories duriilg the great 'industrial leap
forward' were being sent back to thc land to produce more food. ~h~
was true and the Peking Government made no secret of it. On the
contrary it announced that in this emergency the industrial programme
must be cut back and it was now urgently necessary for hundreds of
thousands of farm workers to return froni the towns to the land. It
couldn't at the same time be true that millioils of peasants who were
desperately needed to grow more food in Chlna were being sent into
Tibet to search for rice, which d d n ' t grow there anyway. But the
journalists, who couldn't remember, or apparently ddn't care, how
they contradicted themselves from one day to another, also &splayed
remarkable ignorance of Chinese and Tibetan geography and elementary facts about populations.
There has been no reliable census but for administrative purposes
the Chinese estimate the number of people in Tibet to be about a
million and a quarter. The Tibetans, who have lived for generations in
the provinces of Sinkiang, Kansu, Chinghai, Szechuan and Yiinnan
number about two million. So again, if it is true that n d i o n s of
Chinese are emigrating from C h n a proper, their behaviour is inexplicable for while they wander hundreds of miles over the bleak inhospitable Chinghai plateau into the eastern marches of Tibet where
nothing grows but grass for yaks and sheep, they are leaving hundreds
of thousands of Tibetans b e h d them in Sinkiang, Kansu and
the farming areas of lower Chinghai to eat the food that is growing
there.
The only other way into Tibet is by the road running from
Chengtu, the capital city of Szechuan, which is so rich in varied crops
yielding two harvests a year, that it is known as the heavenly country.
Apart from the fact that, like other farming areas of China, ~zechuan
now needs all the hands it can get to increase its already abundant
production for export to more needy areas, it makes no sense to
Suppose that those who are fortunate enough to live in this fertile
country would find any reason for waking a thousand miles over
1. Most of the journalists who were knocked silly by Mr. ~ u l l e s 'propaganda
haminer are presumably still unconscio~lsfor in May 1963 Mr. M e r v Jones, who
visited China as a tourist and reported his impressions in the Obscrvrr found it necessary
to inform his readers that 3s far as he could discover the story of commune bmacks
wasn't true.
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~~,ooo-foot
mountain passes into Tibet where there is nowhere to live
and no food for them to eat.
w e saw no signs of a mass invasion of the country by civilian Chinese,
Lhasa is a garrison town and, apart from the western frontiers with
India, the greatest concentration-of troops is in ths district. We saw
more soldiers working as farmers than drilling and marchg.
Mr. Wang Yuen-hsiang, Director of the Tibetan State Bureau ofAgriculture and Animal ~ i s b a n d rimpressed
~,
us as an administratorwho would have been capable of h;gh responsibility in the civil service
of any country. As the senior official responsible for tlie orgallisation
of food production, it was necessary for him to know how many
mouths there were to feed. He told us that the total number of
Chinese civilians in Tibet including women and children was about
40,000. It was not expected that this-would increase very much because
a great many were- technical experts of all kinds, .administrators,
teachers, medical people and others whose skill and knowledge
" were
also badly needed-in china proper.
Mr. Wang didn't pretend that he had an easy task and was candid
in confessing that some attempts to increase food production in the
country had already failed because even with the most persuasive
propaganda it had been impossible to induce peasants, bound by
centuries of traditional farming- in which, as serfs, they had not been
encouraged to exercise initiative, to accept improvkd methods of
cultivation.
This season had been the rainiest for fifty years. When we questioned
the accuracy of this estimate, because obviously there had been no
meteorological service in Tibet to keep rainfall records, Mr. Wang
smiled appreciatively. 'You are quite right but I hope you don't t h k
I'm starting by making political excuses for an unsatisfactory harvest.
We only know this because the older inhabitants tell us so and farmers
have rel'iable memories about weather.
'As a result of the rain there will be a food shortage this winter
and we have already arranged to distribute twenty million cattier of
grain to the people. Some of this will come from the interior and the
rest from stores confiscated from the granaries of landlords who took
part in the rebellion, which have been kept as reserve.
'This was available because before the liberation of the land and
serfs, the landlords took as much as five-sixths of the crops as rent. So
in normal years peasants lived on a bare subsistence level. In 1961 we
harvested 450 million catties of barley, which is the staple diet, and this
year hoped for a j per cent increase. The weather has frustrated us
and we shall not get it. But with the stocks in the landlords' granaries
.--

-

.

V

~

FACTS A B O U T F O O D

1og

md a subsidy from the interior to make up the balance, no one will
receive less food than last year and there w d be no necessity for general
ntioning. The only people on rations now are Chinese and Tibetvl
~adres.Army horses and mules (as you have seen for yourself) are
also rationed but the animals of Tibetans are not.
'We have no reliable statistics of agricultural production before
1959 because we didn't control farming but there has been a steady
increase since then. Barley crops in 1959 totalled 3 50 million catties
and in 1960 420 million.
'Tibetans are poor but the country is potentially immensely rich.
Production was low because serf labour is inefficient and the methods
of cultivation were antique. As you have seen, the wooden ploughs
still in general use and the loose-headed wooden flails for threshing are
the same as those employed in the European Middle Ages. When the
feudal land system was abolished in 1959 we distributed more than a
thousand improved deeper-cutting ploughs to peasants but they aren't
used to them and haven't taken to them. Twice we have started
agricultural training classes but have had to suspend them because the
great lnajority of the peasants who attended them couldn't read. Now
we rely more on practical demonstrations but we are short of skilled
instructors and progress is slow.'
Seventy per cent of the area in Tibet which can be farmed is
grassland. Only 25 per cent is devoted to grain and vegetable crops.
The rest is mountains. But now that food can be more equally hstributed the protein diet of the people can be increased. Yak beef can be
of excellent quality and as ~alatableas Aberdeen Angus steak when it is
properly cooked. There is also no shortage of mutton. In 1959 there
were tcn rmllion head of sheep and yak and a million and a half more
in 1961. It was hoped that there might be a 5 per cent increase in 1962,
but the grass was poorer than in previous years and this was now unlikely to be realised. As with grain and meat, there had been no ztccurate
statistics of butter production but it was estimated that twenty d l i o n
catties had been made in 1961. AS far as could be ascertained this was
less that in 1960 and 1959, the reason for the reduction being that after
livestock was distributed to the peasants, they concentrated on breeding
to increase their own herds instead of ~roducingmilk which had
formerly been taken by their landlords.
Again, it wasn't k n o w exactly how much edible butter had been
used as religious offerings but from estimates made in monasteries
all over Tibet it was probable that at least a thlrd of the national production had been burned every year and certainly a quarter of this
nutritious food supply was still going up in flames before ~ u d d h i s t
L
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altars. Since this was the custom of the country and the peasants were
now under no sort of compulsion to give it but offered it freely, the
government had not interfered. But as head of the agricultural services
it obviously pained the atheist Mr. Wang to thnk of all those needed
calories flickering away in thousands of shrines.
As in the rest of China, there is an acute shortage of tractors and
other powered implements in Tibet. There are none on peasant holdings
and only a score or so on experi~nentalstate farms which have been
established to study crop production and animal breeding. Unlike the
interior of Chna whcre there is little animal manure and in the
absence of an adequate artificial fertilizer industrv the farmer must
rely on hulnan excieta to feed his fields, there is nd shortage in ~ibet.
Here, also, between 60 and 70 per cent of arable areas can be irrigated
by river water. The temperatures in the valleys are not extreme and
the sunlight at high altitudes promotes abundant growth. When there
is no prolonged drought or excessive flooding it is good farming
country. Tibet was backward only because the social system before
1959 made progress impossible and, from the feudal lords' point of
view, undesirable.
Seven hundred thousand of the estimated population of a million
and a quarter were serfs. More than one man in every four was a monk.
There were perhaps ~o,ooo'middle-class' families of merchants, shopkeepers, small traders, pedlars and the like, and artisans. The remainder
were beggars.
Theoreticallv all the land was owned bv the state. In fact it was
owned bv aboLt 200 noble families. the konasteries and the local
governments of the Dalai and Panchen Lamas. A small minority
of people were slaves. They had no rights and owned nothing. They
were usually household servants. Their descendants were born into
slavery, from which there was no escape.
Serfs were permitted to cultivate the land of their feudal owners,
in return for Ula which was labour and services. In addition, they had
to give service for their lords without payment. They could be called
on to provide fuel and water, to repair or build houses or barns, etc.
They must also furnish transport-animals and men to look after
them-for their lords and for anyone holding- a government
order
entitling him to this free privilege:
Since Buddhism forbade the ill-treatment of any living creature it
was theoretically forbidden to inflict physical puni;hment on human
beings. In fact, the feudal lords, i n c l u d q the rulers of the monasteries,
made their own laws to suit their convenience. They could, and sometimes did, inflict atrocious punishments on runaway serfs who fled
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from manors because they couldn't pay interest on debts, or because
of ill-treatment by a brutal or particularly rapacious b d E In some
cases they were killed or died of their injuries.
While the landlords contributed to the maintenance of the government by taxes, they saw to it that they did not suffer any decrease in
their own standards of living, however heavy the demands which
might be made on them. Tribute from serfs was fixed a c c o r h g to
landlords' needs and unless there was a disastrous harvest due to
natural calamity it remained as constant as they cared to make it.
Whatever the crop yield the serf must pay his dues. If he was unable to
give up the demanded proportion of food without starving hmself
and his family, then he had to borrow back what he needed at interest
which might amount to 50 per cent. He might also have to borrow
seed for next season's crop.
As in former days in China, where peasant families, even in such a
rich province as Szechuan, were never out of debt to their landlords and
passed t l i s burden on to their children and grandchildren, many
Tibetan serfs were likewise permanently enslaved.

T H E STORY O F
T S E R E H WANG T U E I

If a serf was injured or ill, or for any other reason could not farm his
land, it was distributed for other serf families to work. If he ran away
from h s lord's estate he became 'duichun', a masterless or 'black'
man. He was an outlaw and anyone harbouring him could be severely
punished.
The cruelty and rapacity of some laildlords may have been exaggerated by the Chinese Communists. Obviously there were many
who, while they saw no evil in a system which was in itself cruel and
unjust, were not personally malicious and had pity on the condition of
their people so that they would not treat them with the brutality which
propaganda sometimes ascribes to all serf-owners. Nor, horrible as
they were, could some of the punishments be seen out of the
context of the society in which, until a few years ago, all Tibetans
lived.
We are now revolted by descriptions of medieval, and much later
tortures suffered by civilised Europeans, although apparently only by
the thought that men could be found to inflict them with their bare
hands. Our bowels of compassion are not so physically moved
by the thought of Japanese children flayed by atomic fire lit by
pressing a button in the sky. The highly cultivated St. Thomas
More was prepared to die for a religious principle but as a judge he
made no complaint against the savage punishments and tortures of
his day.
It is futile to deny that some Tibetan customs were barbarous and
that the treatment of serfs (apart from their subjection to a system
which kept them in needless poverty and humiliation) and others who
offended against the 'law', was frequently abominable. To pretend, as
the Dalai Lama and other self-exiled ecclesiastical and lay lords pretend,
a

Travelling lama

We met this hid warnan
walking round a chorten in
a country road, saying her
devotions with her prayer
wheel and with her pet puppy
trotting at her heels

Tibetan schoolgirls wearing Pioneer-Communist
scarves
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before the Chinese came Tibet was an ideal society in which the
eople
lived content with their religion and their lot is to defend a
Pself system
as a11 ideal state just because this also happened to be
1 religious one. Chesterton and Belloc ron~anticisedfeudal Europe
on the ground that as long as serfs were sure that God was in Ls
heaven they were content to leave it to their temporal and ecclesiastical lords to arrange their lives for them on earth, as it suited their
convenience. No serious hstorian, Catholic or otherwise, believes
this.
All the colourful religious trappings of medieval Europe still
in Tibet-the great churches with their splendid gold and jewelled
shrines and gorgeous draperies. Only the great lords and their ladies,
who when they appeared with their retinues of servants must have
given Lhasa the appearance of a pageant, have departed. But the inheritance of poverty and ignorance remains. It requires no Communist
propaganda, only a talk with a former serf, to convince one that serfdom isn't a desirable condition in a religious or any other kind of
state. If we had asked to meet a dozen ~ i b e i a n who
s
had been mutilated
by their masters we should have been confronted with a dozen. But one
was enough.
Tsereh Wang Tuei had the tall lithe body of an athlete but where
his eyes should have been were two sore holes and one hand was a
twisted claw. Without emotion he told us that he was born a serf of
Drepung in the village of Peichang, on the edge of the grasslands where
we met him. He became a herdsman, looking after sheep and yaks.
When he was twenty years old he stole two sheep belonging to a petty
official of the monasterv, named Gambo. For this crime he was taken
before the monastic magistrate who ordered that both his eyes should
be *put out.
Tsereh Wane Tuei drew his hand across his face as he described
how one was go;grd with a knife and the other sucked from its socket
with a half-hollowed ball. Then adding a little private punishment of
his own, Gambo instructed the 'executioner' to tie up Tsereh's left
hand with rope and twist and pull it until parts of two fingers came off.
TOcomplete the torture, the bleeding hand was wrapped in salted yak
hide. When the leather had shrunk it was permitted to be removed.
What was left was a useless piece of flesh and crushed bone.
We asked Tsereh Wang Tuei, 'Are you a Buddhist?'
'1 was,' he said.
'But not now?'
'No,' he replied. 'When a holy lama told them to blind me I
thought there was no good in religion.'
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When he was twenty-nine he married a widow and they now have
two sons and a daughter. When the serfs of Drepung were freed,
Tsereh Wang Tuei was given three yaks and a cow. He now workr
softening hides which he can do at home and his wife helps him and
looks after their animals, whch include some chckens and pigr. He
also receives a disabled man's pension of a few shillings a month from
the new local government.
There was an amusing sequel to this sad meeting when we went
to the court of the Chief Justice. W e expected to find an elderly
gentleman surrounded by functionaries of the law. Instead we
were geeted by a gave-faced young man of thirty-five wearing 1
plain grey suit, sitting in a small plainly furnished whitewashed
office.
W e didn't tell him we had met Tsereh Wang Tuei but I asked him,
'What punishment would you order me if you foulld me guilty of
stealing two sheep?'
Taken aback by t h s unusual introduction, or perhaps imagining
that my brain had been affected by the altitude, he decided to humour
me and asked quietly. 'When did you steal two sheep?'
'I haven't stolen any,' I said, 'but I want to know my punishment
if I do.'
'I can't tell you that,' said the ChiefJustice, 'unless you tell me why
you steal sheep. I can't make a judgment without knowing the facts
and before I sentenced YOU-if you were a thief-I should have to
know why you did such a thing. Were you in your right mind for
example?' He looked at me with amused solemnity. 'Or perhaps you
were hungry and took them on the spur of the moment without really
thinking what you were doing. O r were these the first sheep you stole?
Had you made a habit of stealing? You would have to explain these
things to me.'
'But supposing,' I retorted, 'that I didn't want to tell you why
I had done it. After all, some criminals won't say why they have
committed offences. Let us suppose I plead guilty. I have a right to
know what my sentence is. There must be a sentence for stealing two
sheep.'
'No, there isn't,' replied the Chief Justice. 'As I have told you it
would all depend on the circumstances. For example, if you werc an
old thief, then some way would have to be found to try to reform you.
If you stole because you were hungry then I should want to know why
you hadn't enough to eat. If YOU did it on impulse and it was your first
offence and you said you were sorry I might not sentence you to anything.'
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'you mean to say,' I protested, 'that you haven't a simple way
punislung people for such simple offences. Have you no legal
code?'
' ~ you
f put it like that,' said the ChiefJustice, 'we haven't.'
' ~ o even
t
for murder?' I asked.
'We haven't had a murder since I became Chief Justice,' he
answered.
' ~ 1 1right,' I gave in. 'I took the sheep because I was hungry and
on an impulse and I'm sorry.'
'Then,' said the Judge, 'I shall not give you any punishment but
order an inquiry as to why you haven't enough to eat. Unless you are
lazy someone must be responsible.'
'NOW,'I said, 'supposing I have stolen before and am quite unrepentant. In other words I'm a bad lot.'
The Chief Justice thought for a moment. 'In that case,' he said,
'I might consider sentencing you to work for six months on the land
for the people as retribution.' Then he added hastily, as though afraid
that he might have given the first foreigner he had met too harsh
an impression of new Tibetan justice: 'Afier all you did say you
weren't sorry. But there might be mitigating circumstances. You
might be stubborn through bad temper and be really sorry despite
your protests that you weren't. That could make a difference. You
are hurrying me now to make a judgment about a theoretical
case without hearing any evidence. But in an actual case of course
I shouldn't permit myself to be hurried.' He looked at me with an
inquistive smile. 'May I ask why you choose two theoretical sheep
to steal?'
Then I told him the story of Tsereh Wang Tuei. 'I just wanted to
h d out,' I said, 'the difference between being judged by a religious
Tibetan magistrate and an unreligious one.'
The Chief Justice had a sense of humour. 'Well,' he said, 'you are
forgetting one difference. The sheep in the case of Tsereh Wang Tuei
were owned by the monastery and so the magistrate had a personal
interest in the judgment. I don't own the animals you propose to
steal.'
Then what crimes worried him and his fellow judges?
'I suppose,' he replied, 'that you may think I am introducing
politics into the discussion, but usually when people don't need to
commit crime they don't do so unless there are some pecuhar personal
reasons. The most common offences here used to be pocket-picking
and then there was some bicycle stealing when bicycles were first
imported. Perhaps those who took them just thought they would like
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a bicycle. But seriously, Tibetans have usually been law-abiding people,
There were those who stole cattle. This was a popular custom amongst
some nomads and there was some robbing of travellers in the wild
countryside. But generally speaking there wasn't much of what you
might call private crime. So the punishment of serfs had notling to do
with what you might call orhnary justice. Their owners could decide
when they had offended against their interests and treat them accordng
to their whms. In fact the nobles on their own estates and the monasteries were laws unto themselves. There were no state courts orjudiciary
as we understand them.'
The ChefJustice explained that a new legal code and administrative
system was being worked out for Tibet. Bearing no relation to actllal
conditions, feudal justice could no longer be successfully applied in a
countrv whch had ceased to be feudal.
~ e A e r a l lspeaking,
~
feudalism ended with the liberation of the
serfs when their owners also forfeited their rights and lands. Monastic
courts had been abolished. But although sociaLnd economic feudalism
had disappeared, feudal customs remained. So it was also practically
impossible to apply in Tibet the legal code whch guided judges and
maeistrates in all the rest of China.
For example, only monogamous marriage was permitted in the
interior but in Tibet, polyandry and polygyny had been practised for
generations. It would be undesirable, as well as unjust, to break up
families which had been created accordmg to ancient usage. Their
members had committed no offence. The proper way to dearwith this
situation said the Chef Tustice was to intrdduce new laws which would
not affect the conhtioi of those living according to old custom but
make it an offence for it to be followed in future. But it might also be
unnecessary to deal with the matter by law at all.
The basis of polyandry and polygyny was economic. A brother
married with several sisters or a woman married with several brothers
in order to k e e ~land held under a landlord within a familv. With an
entirely differeLt system of land ownership, the necessity fdr this kind
of arrangement had ceased to exist and the custom could disappear
within a generation without government interference. It wasn't a
serious problem and it didn't matter if it took a long time to consider
how best to deal with it. So. the new marriage laws introduced into
China by the Communists, and designed to hotect the family, safeguard the welfare of children and give equality to women, haven't yet
reached Lhasa.
Therc are urgent problems in China, some of them created by
mistakes in government policy which require urgent government
U
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btervention. This brings inevitable discomfort, inconvenience and
some suffering to those whose lives have been disarranged.
This was to be seen at Lanchow railway station, where, in the
middleof the night, we had found peasants being returned to the land
from the factories after the industrial programme had been set back
by the necessity to grow more food. It is true that the peasants had
contributed to their own misfortune by exaggerating, in their enthusiasm, the bumper harvest of 1958. But local Communist cadres
had undoubtedly encouraged them to do so. The government was
responsible for accepting the figures of grain produGion too rea&ly,
even after allowances (which proved to be inadequate) for exaggerations had been made.
The government was also entirely to blame for acting 011 the
incredible assumption that good farming weather would continue in
future years and pushing forward the 'great leap forward' in industry
which depended on a succession of bumper harvests. But however
great this blunder, it was not followed by another which would have
been far worse-the exploitation of food shortages and the creation
of black markets. Whatever the failures, inflation had not been one of
them, let alone the catastropluc collapses of the currency which brought
ruin and hunger to millions it1 the last days of Chiang Kai-shek.
Here in Tibet, wherever the situation permitted unhurried solutions
of problems, the government, perhaps having learned from mistakes
elsewhere, preferred them. The introduction of new laws and the administration of justice was an example.
We asked the Chief Justice if he was a 'qualified' lawyer. As soon
as we asked the question, we realised it was a stupid one. For as a
Tibetan, if he had been trained in the law which was no longer applicable, his experience would have been useless. No, he told us, he had
studied law in a Chinese university to give him a background to the
administration and dispensation ofjustice. He was now gaining practical
experience with his brother judges and magistrates in dealing with
cases which came before them. With the reorganisation of the economic
system there were none of the complicated civil suits dealing with
property and land settlements which formerly occupied the Tibetan
courts. Simple crime could be dealt with on a common-sense basis as
could matrimonial problems. The Chinese legal code is being applied
in Tibet wherever it is ~racticable.Except in cases of treason, capital
punishment has been abolished-in fact, not just in Buddhist theory.
Mutilations, such as blinding and the crippling of limbs, are forbidden.
Monks can no longer be physically punished for disobeying monastic
or religious rules, or offending their superiors.
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The Chinese have trained a Tibetan force of civilian police &
control traffic and generally do the work of a constabulary in
England. They are under the control of city and local councils. Lhatl
is a garrison town but the Army is not directly concerned with civil
affairs.

THE DIVINE INVENTION

God-kings in Tibet are a comparatively new invention.
Buddhism did not appear in Lhasa until the seventh century when
Songsten Gambo-'I, the barbarous &ng of Tibet'-married two
Buddhist women-a Princess of Nepal and the Princess Wen Cheng
of Chma.
It was not until the thirteenth century that the Emperor Kublai
Khan created the fkst Grand Lama the 'pope' of Tibet. But the people
had to wait another joo years before his successor decided that he was
also a god.
In 1622 the Abbot of Gaden installed a seven-r ear-old boy, Nagwan Lo-zan of Drepung Monastery, as Grand Lama. When he was
twenty-five, this ambitious young man invited the Mongol Prince
Gusri Khan, from Kokonor in Chinghai, to invade Tibet and make a
present of it to him. With this gift Nag-wan Lo-zan accepted the title
of Dalai (The Ocean) Lama and in 1650 the Emperor of China confirmed his title. He has become known as the 'Great Fifth'. In fact he
was the first of the Dalai Lamas.
But to be the temporal ruler of Tibet by consent of the Chinese
Emperor was still to be a man and human authority could be dsputed
and overthrown. Nag-wan Lo-zan therefore thought it expedient to
announce that he was the first incarnation of the ~ u d d h s tdeity
Avalokita (known to Tibetans as Chenrezi), and on the red hll above
the city of Lhasa he built the Potala Palace, naming it after the legendary
home of Avalokita in India. He seized monasteries which did not belong
to his own sect-the G e - l ~ ~ - ~ a - a n dcompelled them to accept its
disciplines. He is believed to have destroyed Buddhist writings which
conflicted with his claim to divinity. Before Nag-wan LO-zan invented his own celestial origin, there was no record of any Grand
Lama claiming to be a god. ~ u itt was not long before he created
another and established the divine succession in the Buddhist church.

.
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Now this Living Buddha, 'Precious Protector', 'The Presence', the
'Inmost One', who according to his religion had achieved perfection in
his previous life, removed all those whonl he feared might threaten
his ommipotence. He was described by John Grueber, an Allstrim
Jes~utwho visited Lhasa during his reign and is believed to have been
the first European to visit Tibet, as the 'devilish god the father who
vuts to death such as refuse to adore him'.
None dare deny hlm for as both god and temporal king he could
not only reward or punish his subjects in this world but influence their
treatment after death.
Forty years after Nag-wan Lo-zan's accession, the Abbot who
installed him at Drepung died and the Dalai Lama, who had regarded
himself as the old monk's spiritual son, announced that he had been
reborn. The child in whose body he was said to have reappeared on
earth was declared to be an incarnation of Amitabha (to Tibetans,
Opame) the Buddha of Boundless Light who was the spiritual father
of Avalokita (or Chenrezi). This child was the first Panchen Lama.
His creation has caused embarrassment ever since when there
has been disagreement between these two divine incarnations and never
more so than in 1959 when the fourteenth Dalai Lama fled to India
and the tenth Panchen remained, on this occasion to take his place as
Acting: Chairman of the Provisional Governnlent. For while Dalai
~ a m a ;have usually, but not always, exercised the greater temporal
vower. it has also been claimed for them that thev are the senior spiritual
h e r s bf the Church. But in his anxietv to hdnour his old mktorand incidentally strengthen the ~ a m a i l hierarchy-the
t
'Great Fifth'
presumably did not foresee the hsputes which might arise over his
pre-eminence in his future incarnations. As the divine Avalokita, he
had acknowledged
that the Panchen Lama he had himself created was
u
Amitabha, his spiritual father who, it could now be argued, was a
higher
incarnation than himself. since a father is senior to a son.
0
Theologically, however, this has not worried the doctors of the
Tibetan Church who regard both incarnations as an indistinguishable
duality-two in one and one in two, who are essentially the same but
&fferent manifestations of eternal truth.
Their politically conflicting interests have been exploited by the
British. who soueht
to favour one or the other when it suited their
0
interests, as well as by Chinese rulers who have been concerned to
maintain a balance of iower between the leaders of the Tibetan church
so that their authority in the country would not be impaired by the
political ascendancy of either. From time to time, both Dalai and
Panchen Lamas have popped in and out of the country like jacks-in-
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boxes when one has threatened the other through his supporting
factions.
so, when we discussed the flight of the fourteenth Incarnation with
lamas of the great monasteries and one of the most eminent theologians
in the country, they expressed regret that he had been persuaded, or
persuaded himself, to leave Tibet but did not speak of h s departure
a an astonishing or outrageous event. They were used to this kind of

thg*
There are some who in attempts to dscredit the Panchen since the
flight of the Dalai Lama argue that he can only be true to his nature
if he devotes himself entirely to spiritual affairs and eschews all concern
for the material world. If he interferes in material matters, i.e. approves
of reforms introduced by the materialistic Communists, the validity
of his incarnation as a god may be questioned. On the other hand the
Dalai Lama is being true to his godlike nature when he is also occupied
with material problems.
This is not only comical Tibetan Buddhist theology but preposterous history. It would be difficult to imagine a more ludicrous
spectacle than rationalists seeking to prove that a myth is a reality as
long as he is on their side and that he is an illusion if he is on the other.
It should have occurred to such political hstorians to ask themselves
why if the Panchen Lama has now forfeited h s 'divinity' because he is
engaged in material pursuits, hls previous bodies did not forfeit it long
ago, since he has been a land- and serf-owner, ruLng as a temporal lord
over vast estates, for more than 300 years.
It has been possible to present the 'invasion' of Tibet by the Chinese,
not only as a political outrage and brutal suppression of one sovereign
state by another but as a sacriligious act because a god has been dethroned. And now, it is said, his spiritual kingdom is being destroyed
by the desecration of temples and the torture and murder of its priests
and pcople. It is assumed that if the fourteenth Dalai Lama had not
fled from Lhasa when he did, the Chinese would have imprisoned or
killed him.
But he did not have to wait for the Chinese to come to be done to
death. He has been murdered time and again in his previous bodies
by Tibetan priest-statesmen who owed him worship and strangled or
poisoned him, sometimes when he was a child, sometimes when he
was a man, but always when he stood in their way to power.
According to legend there had been four Dalai Lamas before the
'Great Fifth', but in fact he was the first created by himself and the 'god'
who is now regarded as his sixth incarnation was, in fact, his second.
The present incarnation according to this succession is not the four-
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teenth appearance of Avalokita (or Chenrezi) on earth but the tenth,
However, since they derive from the invention of Nag-wan Lo-ran,
the numbering of the reigns is of no importance excepting for those
who are concerned to sustain a myth.
The Dalai Lama loved by the Tibetans for his personal attractio~
was the sixth (in fact the second) who was also the first believed to
have been murdered by his own priests. He rebelled against the discipline of celibacy and scandalised the 'establishment' by l i s &ssolute
life. He had many mistresses and stole from the Potala in disguise to
make merry with convivial friends. He also brought them to the palace
where the presence of women in the sacred apartments was forbidden.
He wrote erotic poetry which is still read with delight. If he had to be
an incarnate god, he preferred to be a Tibetan Pan rather than an
Indian ascetic. But since a god couldn't be allowed to be a human
being without destroying tKe illusion on which Tibetan society was
built, it was necessary-todestroy him. He was imprisoned and no-more
was heard of him. Since another incarnation could not lo~icallvamear
while his predecessor was alive, it is presumed that he &s kified.'~ut
then, apparently, it occurred to those who deposed him that mortal
men cddd not hestroy an immortal deity so tLey were cornpelled to
pretend that he had nbt really been a genuine
at all.
The Tartar King, Giilkir Khan, appointed a lama, Ngwan Yeshe
Gva-mtso. to take his dace and the sorcerers and oracles announced
thHt only the breath, b i t not the soul, of the dead god-king had parsed
into his body. Then it appears they had second thoughts. Perhaps the
faithful wouldn't be convinced by such a specious explanation. At
any rate before long it was prodaimed tha; the soulAofthe licentious poet had been reborn in the chld of a monk of Drepung
Monasterv.
~ o w k e the
r god-makers still hadn't reckoned with the Chinese
Emperor who had approved the Dalai Lama chosen by the Tartar King
and now imprisoned the little son of the Drepung monk. Then he
changed his mind, released him and put him in the Potala. But eight
years later, in 1728, he was deposed again on suspicion of being an
accomplice to the murder of the King of Tibet, although as a minor,
he could hardly have played a responsible part in palace politics. NOW
another Lama was put in his place. He didn't last long either and the
deposed boy was restored. In 1749the Chinese put to death his Regent,
who ruled during his minority, and the Tibetans rose and massacred
his killers.
The first Dalai Lama to be seen by an Englishman was the ninth.
Thomas Manning who went to Lhasa in I 8I I described him as 'poeti-
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,dy and affectingly beautiful'. A few years later this boy was also
murdered,it is believed, by his Regent. In hls next incarnation he was
once more assassinated, probably again by the Regent, who was arrested
deposed and banished by the Chinese.
on
The pd-king fared no better in his next reappearance in the world.
His lama Regent killed him before he was eighteen years old.
the middle of the nineteenth century surveyors were sent into
Tibet by the British Indlan Government, posing as travellers. One of
them saw the new incarnation (the eighth or twelfth by whichever
reckoningone cares to choose) of the Dalai Lama and described him as
a 'fair handsome boy' of twelve or thirteen. This meeting took place
in 1866. Eight years later, when the god was twenty-four he &ed. It
was believed that he was poisoned by his former Regent.
So within 170 years five Dalai Lamas had been put to death.
It is perhaps not surprising that those who apparently persuaded the
fourteenth Incarnation that his life was in danger in 1959, feared that
the Chinese Conlrnunists who did not believe in human dvinities
would not hesitate to kill one who politically opposed them. The
murder of gods was a well-established political tradition in the great
lamaseries.
It is also understandable that those who see in Tibetan Buddhism
a gentle philosophy of tolerance and Dalai Lamas as a succession of
Tibetan Albert Schweitzers dedicated to 'reverence for life', should
find tragedy in the despoliation of this ideal by Communists dedicated
to materialism. But this imagined religion had nothing to do with that
which was preached on the roof of the world.
If sometimes life was not as depressing as the Communists say it
was and all fcudal lords were not barbarous oppressors of their serfs,
Tibet did not convey the impression of contentment (whch the
fourteenth Dalai Lama would have us believe was enjoyed by d his
people) to those who visited the country before the first Chinese who
was to become a Communist was out of school. Dr. A. L. Waddell,
Chief Medical Oflicer with the ~ o u n ~ h u s b a nExpedition
d
and author
of the classic1, who would almost certainly have abhorred Marxism,
looked
forward to the day when the people would be freed from the
6.
intolerable tyranny of monks' and the devils they had invented to
terrorire the people.
Perceval Landon who went with the doctor to Lhasa in I904
described the Lamaism he found to be 'an engine of oppression', 'a
barrier to all human improvement', 'a living type of all that we in the
I.
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West have fought against and at last overcome, of bigotry, cruelty
and slavery'.
Captain W. F. T. O'Connor, secretary and interpreter of the
younghusband Expedition, like Landon, was a member of a society
in which the sharp distinctions in Britain between the higher and lower
orders were then only slowly becoming blurred. So while he was
offended by the deplorable condition of the common people of Tibet,
he could compare their situation favourably with the poverty of Irish
peasants, without expressing any contrition for England's responsibility
in Ireland. At the same time, blithely disregarding events which had
brought him and his con~panionsto Lhasa, he found the most deylorable aspect of Tibetans' ignorance was their folly in declaring war 'upon
the greatest power of the modern world with no better means of
manufacturing arms than a hand-power wheel and a forge for an
arsenal under the superintendence of one Mohammedan blacksmith'.
He found the stubborn resistance of the poor peasants to the British
invasion 'almost pathetic'.
He concluded that, on the whole, the country was well governed
and the people well treated, although, he added, 'they are not, it is true,
allowed to take any liberties or to infringe the orders of their superiors,
but as long as they confine themselves to their legitimate sphere of
action (as serf)' and, above all, abstain from political offences (born
protesting agabzst their serfdom)l their lives are lived happily and simply
enough in a patriarchal sort of way'.
He f o ~ u dno contradiction with this o ~ i n i o nin his discovery that
Tibet was governed by two classes, 'the 'geat landowners a d the
priests, which exercise each in their own dominion a despotic power
from which there is no appeal'. Nor in the 'extraordinary spectacle of a
simple agricultural people, superstitious indeed to the last degree,
but devoid of any deep-rooted religious convictions or heart searchings,
oppressed by the most monstrous g o w t h of monasticism and priestcraft the world has ever seen'.
These rulers, said O'Comor, like some of those in the European
Middle Ages had 'forged innumerable weapons of servitude, invented
degrading legends and stimulated a spirit of superstition'.
More than ~oo,ooo
monks-'a host of ignorant pretentious sluggard;
-were maintained in idleness by their serfs who farmed their monastic
estates.
But besides what O'Connor indulgently described as this more
legitimate source of livelihood, 'the monks obtain yearly large sums
I.
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both in cash and kind in return for their religious ofices at births,
dath, marriages and festivals. The extent of these squeezes is only
limited by the degree of the priestly rapacity and the poverty of the
victim.'
TO comprehend the extent to which the monasteries bled the
country, he iontinued, it was only necessary to enter one of the larger
lamaseries and to mark the extraordnary contrast at once presented
by its huge solid buildings and rich trappings as conlpared with the
houses of even well-to-do people in the neighbourhood.
Dr. Waddell's account of Tibetan Buddhsm was published in 1895.
Landon and O'Connor wrote the story of their jo;rney to Lhasa in
1905. The life and conditions they described remained the same until
1951 when the Chinese Communists came to Tibet. There were no
radical changes until 1959, when the fourteenth Dalai Lama and those
who had taken part in the rebellion fled to exile. The Chinese, with
those Tibetan ecclesiastical and lay lords who supported them, had up
to that time brought about some reforms by persuasion. For example,
interest rates were reduced, hospitals and schools were built and roads
were made so that for the first time it was possible to bring motor
transport into the country. But there was no social, economic or religious revolution until after 1959. By 1962, when we arrived, progress
was gathering speed but we found a country which bore all the marks
of a society which had stood still for centuries.
Apart from the fact that monks have no longer any secular authority over the people and their numbers in monasteries have been greatly
reduced since they have been free to stay, or leave, the Buddhist
religion remains as it was.
Thirty-two years after Landon, Waddell and O'Connor described
their experiences, Spencer Chapman wrote:
'The Lamaist monk does not spend his time in ministering to the
people or educating them, nor do laymen take part in or even attend
the monastery services. The beggar beside the road is nothing to the
monk. Knowledge is the jealously p a r d e d prerogative of the monasteries and is used to increase their influence and wealth.'
This traveller discovered a social system 'rife with bribery' and SO
ingrained that it was an inseparable part of it. Lamaism, he wrote,
had 'in many ways reverted to an earlier form in which half the
population lived parasitically on the working laymen who had little
hope of salvation'.
Mr. Chapman described monks from Drepung as 'unwashed
insolent parasites', adding, 'never have I seen a more evil-looking
crowd'. Occasionally, he said, a monk gazed at him with 'sullen
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malevolence, perhaps realising that we [the British Mssion] represent
progress and that progress spells the end of the ~lquestion~d
and
unquestioning power of Lamaism'.
The people are no longer victims of priestly rapacity but those
willing to listen are still told that there are twenty-eight heavensof
varying sorts which are situated some 168,000 miles above the realms
of the ungodly spirits who are in eternal conflict with the gods. There
are also 136 hot hells ranged in tiers. The topmost is at a depth of
11,900 miles below the earth's surface. The one at the bottom is
qo,ooo miles down.
Dl. Waddell pointed out that the more philosophical lamas
believed that the atrocious torments suffered by the damned were
morbid creations of people's imaginations, but the majority and the
laity were convinced that they were actual material places to which
they night be condemned.
Not unnaturally perhaps, the most severe punishment is resewed
for those who have reviled the Buddha, harmed or attempted to harm
Lamaism or shed the blood of a lama or holy man. They are confined
in perpetual flame but their bodies are never consumed. Heretics who
question the religion defined by lamas are cooked in cauldrons of
molten iron.
But if you don't catch it hot you catch it cold, for there are also
eight hells in which victims are permanently immersed in ice-cold
water. If a sinner escapes these horrors he can hardly miss one of 84,000
other hells where there are varying degrees of suffering. If he isn't
good enough to go to a heaven or bad enough for a hell he may become
a ghost. He will then suffer eternal hunger and thirst.
There is a special state of suffering for those who are miserly,
covetous, uncharitable or gluttonous in their earthly lives. The mouths
of these wretched spirits are said to be as small as the eye of a needle and
their gullets are no wider than a hair. Food changes in their stomachs to
sharp knives and saws which pierce the bowels, making hideous
wounds.
A Tibetan doesn't have to go to a hell or become a tormented
ghost if by his virtues he can sufficiently please the gods to earn a
place in a heaven. But the snag is that he cannot approach the
at
all except through the good offices of a priest. So, if he has any sense he
will please the priest first to make sure his case is being put sympathetically to the temperamental deities. In these circumstances it is hardly
sur rising if the laity concealed a dislike of their earthly condition, for
if t ey expressed it they could be sure they would forfeit a recommendation to paradise and be a lot worse off after they were dead.
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h d &en they were reborn on earth they might not return as human
beingsat all but as flies, lice or mad dogs. O n reflection it might not be
so bad being one of these since it was considered a religious crime to
hurt them.
The present fourteenth Dahi Lama offers another explanation for
the uncomplaining submission of his people to a system in which the
majoritywere serfs and the remainder privileged priests, officials and
landlordswho lived on their backs.
According to him, life for many Tibetans was hard but they were
not victims of desire and in their simplicity and poverty perhaps they
enjoyed more peace of mild than people enjoyed in most cities in the
world. 'A poor Tibetan', he has written, 'was less inclined to envy or
resent his Tibetan landlord because he knew that each of them was
reaping the seed he had sown in his previous life.'
These are the words of a man who is said to have a modern outlook
and whom Mr. Spencer Chapman describes as 'enlightened'. They
express the basic philosophy and myth of Tibetan Buddlusm.
Whether or not all sophisticated Tibetans believed in this supernatural hocus pocus, it was an ingeniously contrived system which
ensured the preservation of an ecclesiastical and secular aristocracy
whose power was self-perpetuating.
Great squirearchies were created by the ennoblement of the Dalai
Laina's relatives who were given large estates whlch were inherited
by their heirs. The priests, being officially celibate, could not legitimately reproduce themselves naturally. They went one better by
nominating some of themselves as Living Buddhas. So, the all powerful
monasteries were not only ruled by men but by incarnations who had
returned to earth with indisputable authority to express the heavenly
will. The religious aristocracy ensured its own succession by the simple
expedient of maintaining a supply of 'gods' to take the places of those
who, in the ordinary course of nature, died. Just as there was no Dalai
Lama who was a god before the 'Great Fifth' created himself, so there
is no record of Living Buddhas before his reign. Dr. Waddell concluded that they were also an invention of this astute politician who
1s known to have taken the greatest liberties with the traditions and
legends of Tibet, twisting them to fit in with his divine retensions.
and to have shaped the Lamaist hierarchy on the lines on wKch it now
exists'.
The selection of Dalai and Panchen Lamas was however the most
carefully contrived. The highest of incarnations were always chosen
from poor peasant families for good ~oliticalreasons. For either of
these to appear in the world as the son of a nobleman or rich landlord
4.
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would confer intolerable privilege on the family and set up dangerous
tensions amongst the aristocratic factioi~sof the laity. Recently they
were also found as far away from Lhasa as possible, in territory directly
eoverned bv the Chinese.
NO twd accounts of these discoveries are identical. There were
--frequent occasions when the names of candidates were placed in a
golden urn, presented for the purpose by the Chinese Emperor. The
Dalai Lama was the infarlt whose ballot paper bore the appropriate
sign. One of the stories of the finding of the fourteenth Incarnation says
that the High Lama entrusted with the search for the new body of the
thirteenth, saw the house of his parents in the Chinghai village of
Tengster reflected in a lake. But it is also related that another boy who
was interviewed ran away from the delegation.
Apart from the fairy-tales told aboui these miraculous events it is
certain that the approval of Chinese emperors was necessary before
Dalai Lamas could be enthroned. When they were selected by ballot.
it was an Imperial representative from ~ e k i ' nwho
~ drew thk name;
from the urn and who presided at the 'coronation'.
For their own conv;nience the British and Russians might
latterlv
U
have preferred to describe Chinese sovereignty in Tibet as 'norninh
suzerainty' but it was a peculiarly powerful kind of suzerainty which
was recognized by Tibetans as having the authority to supervise the
selection of their religious king who was also a Buddha.
While being compelled to acknowledge the superstitions of a
religion which brought atrocious injustice to the people, some speak
of its I~ r o f o u n dwisdom. No one. and certainlv no Chinese or Tibetan
Communist we met, would wish to deny tha;, apart from its theories
of incarnations and reincarnations and the supernatural rnurnbojumbo which enveloped Tibet in a cocoon of ignbrance and poverty,
the simple precepts of Buddhism-to be kind and just to others, etc.are good.
It is also doubtless true that some monlts. as well as laymen, endeavoured to live by h g h principles which Jet the welfare of others
above self-interest. And no one can visit Tibet without observing
amongst the poorest people a personal dignity and courtesy which has
endeared them to all foreigners who have come in contact with them.
They have all the humour and charm of the people of Galway, of
whom thev reminded us because thev are also amoncst the most handin the world. certainlithe religious pGcepts which they
Some
accepted and whlch their religious and secular rulers exploited, helped
to form their uncomplaining and submissive dispositions. But they
could hardly have endured life at all if they had not been able to hope
0
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they might, by their patient and uncomplaining acceptance of
their present conditions, earn the right to a happier existence
they were born again.
The rich spiritual inheritance which, according to some who fear
communism more than they understand Tibetan Buddhism, is being
destroyedby the Chinese, was in fact not there to be destro ed. It
eisted only in the imaginations of those who mistook the mec anical
observance of ritual and religious custom for spiritual experience.
Dr. waddell was too practical a medical scientist to be taken in by
the claims of Tibetan lamas and holy men to special powers. But
there have been others, hardly less credulous than the most superstitious
peasants, who have suggested that by mystical exercises and secret
formulae known only in the lamaseries on the roof of the world, holy
men could levitate so that they could rise in the air at will and sit an
inch or two over a pile of rice without disturbing a grain. Other more
experienced practitioners could defy physical laws by appearing in the
same body at several places in Tibet-or anywhere they chose in the
world for that matter-at the same time. Naturally our Chinese
friends were privately scornful of such bizarre activities, though they
were careful to conceal their amusement within sight or earshot of
Tibetans. But as materialists they were hardly reliable informants on
mystical matters. So we decided to consult one of Tibet's most learned
and distinguished theologians.
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We wished we knew the secrets of levitation when we visited the
Lama Tu-Teng Ka Tsung. The home of this venerable doctor of the
church stood at the end of one of Lhasa's more squalid and evil smelling
streets. For all that it was one of the better addresses in town. The
only way to his apartment was by a series of dark, narrow, almost
vertical ladders whch passed through a human beehve of innumerable
flats and rooms. We knew that we had come to the right place by a
series of religious signs and symbols which decorated the entrance and
walls. As we stepped on the wooden stair treads we slithered about as
if we had walked on to an ice-rink. They were worn smooth as glass
by years of use and highly polished by spilt butter. We gripped the
stout guide rails and pulled ourselves up by our arms a foot or two at a
time, using our feet to rest and push us off on the next short flight.
With every straining breath our lungs were filled with the reek of
stale incense. This must be a very pious place indeed. Suddenly a little
hole of blue sky at the stair top, which was our only light, was blacked
out as though someone had put a lid over us. We hung on for our lives.
Then we were pulled by firm hands through the darkness which was
the black trilby hat of a young man who helped us on to a flat roof.
When we had pulled our Tibetan interpreter after us, our rescuer was
able to introduce himself as the holy man's disciple. Looking at us
with expressionless eyes, whch appeared as if they were seeing straight
through us and studying an object behind our backs, he bowed until
his nose was in line with h s navel and held out his hands with upturned
palms as though offering us a gift on an invisible dish. And then
we saw he was directing our attention to a short bald-headed little
man in a monk's gown and gold embroidered undercoat which glittered
in the sun, standing in a small carved doorway, his face crinkled in a
broad welcoming smile. his was his master who waved us into his
sitting-room.
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The floor was covered with a multi-coloured carpet decorated
with improbable birds and beasts and natural flowers o r the country.
One wall was an intricately carved and painted case filled with scores
of ~uddhasof silver gilt, silver and brass. On a long shelf before its
glass-panelled doors stood a row of silver bowls, some of whlch contained holy water. On tables and chests sat other smaller gods clothed
like dolls. Some of them wore little crowns made of gilt wire which
had slipped over their ears or noses. Regarhng us wirh bright glassy
stares, they looked for all the world like dwarf demons from a tapestry
over the glass case, who had come out for an all night party and been
taken unawares before they could recover from their hangovers and
get back to their places in the picture.
On another wall hung several splendid hats. Our host explained
that as a dignitary of the church he had worn these on ceremonial
occasions. One of them, surfaced with gold lacquer, resembled a
shallow-crowned wide-brimmed bowler. With the nostalgic air of an
old retired fox-hunter pointing out his favourite topper inyhe hall, the
theologian said he had used this remarkable object when ridmg his
horse &I very special processions. As h s eyes fondled it they seemed
to add-'in the good old days'.
The disciple-who had disappeared through a curtain when we
entered, now reappeared with a large brown pot of buttered tea and
plates of biscuits and dried fruits. His master invited us to rest on soft
iarpeted benches and settled hmself on a broad seat supported by a
large silk-covered bolster and cushions which resembled a small
informal throne specially made for sitting-rooms.
Tibetans are generous to guests but we had been warned before we
arrived that they were sensitive about their hospitality and to refuse
anything which was offered might cause grave ~ersonaloffence. NOW,
as the theologian leaned forward and ~ o k e d
around a plate with grubby
greasy fingers for the tastiest biscuits which he handed to us, we were
reminded of a story told to us the day before by one of the hospital
doctors.
He and three other graduates of Peking ~ e d i c a school
l
who had
volunteered to come to Lhasa were being warned by colleagues
returned from Tibet on leave of the conditions they would face. It was
explained that the people weren't used to washing and were usually
lousy.
Never by so much as the flicker of an eyelash must a doctor betray
revulsion in the presence of a ~atientstinking like a garbage heap.
If they visited sick Tibetans in their homes they would almost certainly
be offered tea, even if it was the last in the house and they might have
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to share a bowl with the host. However repulsively dirty it might be
they must accept it politely.
~t question time, one of the volunteers asked nervously, 'What do
you do if a Tibetan offers you a drink from h s bowl and he has 1
syphilitic sore on his mouth?'
With a roar of laughter, the doctors from Lhasa shouted in unison,
'YOU drink it Jiust the same.'
Now we noticed an angry sore as big as half a crown in the middle
of the theologian's bald pate. After we had taken biscuits from him
he began to feel for it, picking off flakes of dried scab with his right
thumb and middle finger and flicking them on to the floor. With
fascinated horror we watched them floating down, missing our tea
bowls by inches. Since he probably washed only once every month
or two and only then if he was unusually fastidious, and Tibetans
don't use toilet payer, we might have tried distracting h s attention by
pointing out objects in the room and slipped the food into our pockets
when he wasn't looking. But there was no chance. The disciple watched
us with hawk-sharp eGs and as soon as we had swallowed bne biscuit,
he darted forward, seized a dish and bending low so that hs outstretched
arms were above the level of his head, held it towards us until we took
another. The moment we had drunk a quarter of an inch of tea he
snatched up the big brown pot, filled out bowls to the brim again
and with the same gesture held them undei our noses until we had
taken another sip. Only our vigorous noddings and shaking of heads,
and broad smiles indicating that we were more than well satisfied with
his attentions restrained his ceaseless ardour so that after five or six
minutes of these preliminaries, conversation with hls master became
possible.
If we had already eaten typhoid or dysentery nothing could save
us now, but we were spared further peril by an offering of dried
fruits. Only Tibetans and perhaps yaks could masticate these iron-hard
sweetmeats and for the remainder of our visit we kept the disciple at
bay by taking a suck at one from time to time. We made no impression on them and until we had finished them it would presumably
have been ill-mannered of him to press us to take more. But it was
clear that we were expected to finish the big pot and when we left
buttered tea was almost running out of our ears.
Tu-Teng Ka Tsung, who looked ten years older, told us he was
fifty-nine. He was admitted to Sera Monastery as a novice when he
was seven. He showed exceptional aptitude for religious study and as
a young man was made Abbot of Chuba Lamasery. He took no part
in the 1959 revolt against the Chinese, for he didn't believe in violent
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and since the Communists had not discriminated against religion

he n w no reason for attempting to destroy them.
The holiness of the theologian, or shrewd and timely political
judgment,had served him well, for he was now better off fmmciaUy
than at any time in his life. He explained that because he held a dishpished pbsition in the hierarchy, the new Lhasa local government had
provided him with his present house and a salary of A21 a month.
SO it was not surprising that he could regard the disestablishment of
the Church without personal rancour or anxiety. Our host, like the
~ b b o tof Drepung, said he regretted the declme in the number of
monks, but since the majority had no true vocations religion was
better served by those who remained, and were genuinely devoted to
it. The fact t h a t - ~ u - ~ Ka
e nTsung
~
might think eipehendy demanded
this admission now, didn't make it any less true. Of course, his words
could sound like Communist propaganda when he declared that
monks should not have owned vast estates and serfs but should have
lived in poverty as recommended by Buddha. Obviously he had no
intention of followine t h s DreceDt and abandonine
the securitv of hls
u
government salary but we could hardly suggest he was a Communisttrained parrot because he expressed the view that serfdom and exploitation of ;he poor was undesiiable and inconsistent with the faithbhlch
he continuid to profess.
The theologian had never read a word outside a Tibetan religious
book. He was unaware of anv other countrv for he had never seen a
map and he was learned onlyJin the prepost;rous metaphysical system
peculiar to his faith. But, like others we met, he was not entirely lost
in the dream world where people sometimes behaved, outwardly at
any rate, as if gods, ghosts and demons were as tangible as their nextdoor neighbours.
His facility for living in reality and imagination at the same time
reminded us of our infant daughter Alison who would rush to a chair
when we were about to sit on it and breathlessly warn us that it was
already occupied by 'Tatha Whelan'. his spirit child whose parents,
we were told, lived in Chicago, a thousand miles away, came to spend
every weekend in New York for a year or so. The illusion of his
presence, in which naturally we were expected to share, occasionally
became so vivid that if we observed Alison in silent conversation with
her invisible companion we were scrupulously careful not to interrupt.
When one day we politely inquired if he would be arriving on Friday
or Saturday we were told without emotion that he would not be
coming at all because he had died suddenly. A week or two later he was
replaced by a horse who shared the house with us for a winter until
U
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one morning he walked out into the spring meadows never to return.
So although with part of h s mind Tu-Teng Ka Tsung could not
rationally justify the exploitation of serfs by Lamas, he could remain
convinced by another that a man's condition in t h s life was a drect
consequence of h s actions in a previous incarnation. Presunlably he
did not allow himself to ask why, if thls were true, men and women
who could be seen to have led blameless lives since they werc children
were condemned to poverty and servitude by those whose sins on their
own religious reckoning should have kept them indefinitely in one
of the more uncomfortable hells after their previous earthly lives had
ended. L k e a chld living in fantasy and reality at the same time, he
didn't find t h s self-deception intellectually confusing because it was
necessary to practise it unless the entire fabric of the illusory Buddhist
universe was to fall to pieces and the social system which derived
from it was to collapse into chaos.
All Tibetan monasteries have employed wizards and sorcerers who
exorcised evil spirits and sought guidance from the heavenly spirits
with whom they conversed in real or simulated trances. When the
Chmese came to Tibet, the state oracle was instructed to ask the gods
whether the Dalai Lama should stay in Lhasa or leave the country.
They replied that he should go and he fled to the border from which
he could quickly move to India. The messages of the gods through the
raving mouths of oracles were unintelligible excepting to monks who
were trained to interpret them.
We risked giving offence to our host by suggesting that such words
supposed to be spoken by spirits were meaningless to any human
being and that the employment of oracles was a political device. The
government and rulers of monasteries having decided what they were
going to do sanctified their decisions with heavenly authority which
could not be disputed. In fact the oracle interpreters wrote down the
answers which had already been given to them by their superiors.
He answered by reachng for a dish and smilingly offering us more
biscuits. Like all other High Lamas we met, he made no attempt to
explain or justify the magical paraphernalia of his religion. He presented
himself as one of the more intelligent and respectable ecclesiastics
described by Dr. Waddell who 'despised such gross exhibitions as an
unholy pandering to the vulgar taste for the marvellous'. He said he
had read that by intensive meditation some holy men were capable
of making their bodies lighter than air, rising above the earth, flying
long distances and even being in several laces at once but he had never
met one nor heard of anyone who had. He lifted his eyes in respectful
surprise when we told him that the thirteenth Dalai Lama had corn-
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Plained that one such levitating monk whom he didn't wish to see h d
appeared in his presence when it was known he was in an entirely
different part of Tibet. It was perhaps too much to expect that he would
doubt the word of His Holiness and he made no comment on this
episode.
TO any Christian who accepts the supernatural phenomena of the
incarnation and resurrection, this lama appeared as reasonable as
the ~ b b o tof Downside or the Archbishop of Canterbury when he
spoke of prayer as being a preparation for heavenly life. We had no
means of discovering whether he was privately as superstitious as the
most ignorant monk or layman but there was now no need for him to
acknowledge it publicly if he was. Neither he nor any other Religious
depends any longer for hls livelihood on the pretence that he is a
magician as well as a priest. It is futile to try to persuade people living
in the new society that their welfare depends on priestly influence with
heaven when quite obviously it is dependent on their own efforts and
the decisions of human politicians. And plainly when there is no
profit in the pretence, there is no purpose in it either.
However, if the Dalai Lama believed that the gods had warned
him to escape from the Chmese, wasn't there perhaps some reason for
accepting the words of oracles? The theologian was not to be trapped.
He raised his hand and the watchful disciple was at our side with the
teapot in an instant. While he filled our bdwls again, our host thoughtf d y picked at his scab. Then he answered: 'The government consulted
the gods when the Dalai Lama left Tibet on the first occasion. I have
not heard that they did so on the second. It is my private opinion that
he was persuaded to leave by his earthly advisers and I cannot help
thinking that since I and many others who have held important positions in our religion, have not suffered any injury, it is unthinkable
that he would have come to any harm.' We told him that some foreigners were saying that since the Panchen Lama had stayed in the country
and was working with the &mmunists as acting chairman of the
government, he was not the true incarnation of his previous body. For
the first time the old man laughed-'They will never persuade the
Dalia Lama to believe it,' he said.

A TIBETAN CRITIC

If it was difficult to credit that the theologian was as privately enlightened as he publicly appeared, it was also difficult to believe that the
Communists were always as reasonable in their treatment of Tibetans
as Peking propaganda said they were. They might not be suppressing
religion nor torturing and slaughtering the inhabitants but if we had
been under his jurisdiction we should have preferred to avoid the
ill-tempered intolerance of Mr. Chiang, the Deputy Director of the
Foreign Affairs Bureau. If we could see for ourselves that stories of
physical cruelty were ridiculous, we had also seen that some Chinese
claims for the improvements they had brought were ludicrous even if
they were harmless. During one journey in the countryside we had
remarked on the trees surrounding villages which added such charm
to the landscape. 'Oh yes,' said an enthusiastic young cadre who had
come to Lhasa ten years before, 'they have been planted since the
liberation.' They had obviously been there since the villages were first
built, perhaps fifty years ago.
Cha Teh is a nobleman who was formerly the Mayor of Lhasa and
a brother-in-law of Ngapo Ngawang Jigme (Apei) the Secretary
General of the government. As an adviser on Tibetan affairs in the
local administration, he is also one of the most outspoken men in the
country. He is not a Communist and has remained a Budhst.
There were many lords with great wealth. Cha Teh was not one of
them. He was an aristocrat, but although his house is a sumptuous
mansion compared with the hovels in which most Tibetans live, no
English housewife in a modern council house would care to live in it.
The living-room in which he received us was furnished with shabby
divans and covered with well-worn carpets. The kitchen-style table at
which we sat was covered with American cloth. The garden was fded
with lovely blooms but indoors there were artificial flowers in cheap
vases, probably imported from India. Crude prints of the Summer
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palacein Peking and the Potala hanging among a collection of f a d y
photographs were the only wall decorations. The general effect was
entirelytasteless and the whole establishment needed a coat of paint.
The servant girl who brought us buttered tea and a dish of sweets
could also have done with a good wash and brush up. Cha Teh himself
was hardly more spruce. But apart from official occasions when they
covered themselves with rich clothes, most upper-class Tibetans had
pesented a pretty scruffy appearance. In fact they probably lived much
Ye most noblemen of the European Middle Ages. They appear
romantic in tapestries but comparcd with them a modern English
working man enjoys fabulous comforts. He told us that before they
were freed he had three household serfs. The maid now waiting on us
was paid a wage and worked for eight hours a day.
The former Mayor was a civil official in the capital when the
Chinese came and remained in Lhasa all through the rebellion.
'It has to be admitted,' he said, 'that the feudal system of Tibet
was the most backward in the world. The Dalai Lama knew it and when
he now says he wished to introduce reforms he is speaking the truth.
But he was frustrated by those who surrounded him, except Apei
of whom he thought highly.
'The agreement signed by the Peking and Lhasa Governments
stipulated that reforms must be carried out. It was obviously impossible
for two d o n Tibetans to be free outside Tibet and for the rest to
remain serfs here.
'In 1954 the Dalai and Panchen Lamas went to Peking to discuss
the future of our country and in 1956 the Foreign Minister Chen Yi
came here to see conditions for himself. He told us that reforms could
only be introduced if they had general support, not only of the serfr
but of the upper classes. The lamaseries were to be left to deal with
religious abuses. At that time many noblemen, landowners and monks
were in favour of improvements, but it was also apparent that some
of the leadmg ecclesiastics and members of the government were not
enthusiastic about reducing their own power. So instead of enforcing
progress, Chen Yi recommended that time should be given for more
conservative Tibetans to adjust themselves to change and the Central
Government agreed to postpone reforms for six years.
'There are some who d say that the Peking authorities were then
too preoccupied with internal ~roblemsto take firm action here but
the same people now charge them with provoking ~ o p u k rrevolt
three years later when China was faced with famine after disastrous
ha~ests.This makes no sense to Tibetans like myself who observed
these events from beginning to end.
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'After their initial relief that the Communists did not regard them
as enemies who must immediately be deprived of their wealth and
authority, some of the ecclesiastical and lay lords who had most to
lose by reforms began to hope that they might delay then1 indefmitely.
This should cause no surprise. The rich and powerful wherever they
might live have never been anxious to give up their privileges voluntarily and the leaders of our ecclesiastical and lay aristocracy were the
most privileged in the world.
'But why anyone should imagine that the serfs and the poor, who
were the majority of the population, should rebel against reforms by
wliich they had everything to gain is beyond all reasoning'
Cha Teh took a long drink of buttered tea and, looking at us over
the rim of his bowl with a sardonic smile, said:
'It is true most of our people were very poor and ignorant but
foreigners should not imagine they were also stupid.
'However, when critics of the Chinese say that the 1959 rebellion
was not a sudden outburst but grew slowly into an explosion they are
quite right, but they assume the wrong reason. If some members of
the Tibetan Government and their supporters had hopes of preserving
their authority, Chen Yi and the Central Government unwittingly
dashed them when it was announced that reforms would be postponed
until 1962. Instead of accepting this as a breathmg space in which they
could work out social and economic changes, they received it as an
ultimatum that in six years their power would come to an end. This
was when they began to plan their vain and hopeless scheme to overthrow the Chinese which ended in their complete defeat and caused
the deaths of many innocent Tibetans. They were also irresponsibly
encouraged by people abroad who ought to have had the sense to see
that although some of them might be temporarily deceived, there was
no hope in the long run of encouraging serfs and poor men to fight a
war for those who wished to keep them in poverty and servitude
against those who had promised to free them from it. And since it was
impossible to imagine foreign forces invading Tibet to liberate the
people from Communists however much they might fear or hate
them, it was incredible that the rebellious lords should be so stupid as to
believe they could expect help from abroad. But they &d. Some
American arms, probably parachuted by Chiang ~ai-shek'sAir Force,
were found in the country but they could and did make no difference.
'The preparations for the rebellion were no secret here. The Peking
Government was well aware of them and to my knowledge time and
again warned the Lhasa authorities to put an end to them. The Dalai
Lama himself realised that any such revolt would end in disaster but he
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was unable to control those who were determined to go through with
..
11.
This was an entirely favourable picture of Chinese actions, but was
ch Teh asking us to believe that the Tibetans had no reasons for
The Peking Government itself had often condemned the
wyrnpathetic arrogance of some of its own o&cials to those who
criticised Communist politics.
'Of course,' he answered, 'the Central Government had many
shortcomings. For example, they sent us enthusiastic cadres who had
no knowledge of Tibet and no understanding of the Tibetan outlook
on life. They could only antagonise the people. I was particularly concerned about the treatment of religion. There was no persecution and
the Hans didn't speak against it or the lamas, but some of the young
Tibetan cadres did. Perhaps they had good reason to resent the abuse
of power by monks but it would have been better if they had been
more firmly discouraged from expressing their opinions because they
could, and undoubtedly did, give the impression that when reforms
were introduced, religion would be suppressed. I was myself anxious
that, although reforms in the monasteries must be faced, lamas and
monks should not be antagonised. But however foolish some of these
young people were-and those of us with any authority who were in
favour of reforms did everything we could to restrain them-they &d
nothing to justify armed rebellion. This had nothing to do with Tibetan
patriotism. It was a revolt by the rich and privileged against the poor
and underprivileged. It was not a struggle by one country against
another. It was a civil war in which some Tibetans and Hans were on
one side and some Tibetans were on the other.'
While he hscounted horrhc stories of tortures and murders by
the Chinese Army, Cha Teh was more critical of the government's
actions after the suppression of the revolt than before it began.
We had asked him how many of those who took part in it were still
in prison.
'In my opinion,' he said, 'there are too many. After the rebellion
was over many Tibetan people lost their heads and demanded that all
those who had taken part in it should be killed or imprisoned. Of course
the government didn't agree to such furious reprisals but it s t d does
not discriminate su&ciently between the rebels who lotted the revolt
and took an actual part in the fighting and those who showed sympathy,
probably because they were frightened into it.
'My information is that after it was all over ro,ooo ~ e o p l ein ~ h a s a
were arrested and gaoled. This was a quarter of the population.
Most of these were called in for questioning and the majority were
L
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But while I am sure that most of those who remain in gaol
are guilty of taking life and encouraging others to do so, I know that
some,
known to me, are what 1 would call "middle of tile
readers" who were and are innocent of ally desire to overthrow the
government.
'~n
the heat of those early days, they might have resented some
actions of cadres and expressed sympathy with the resentments of
those who rebelled but they could now be released without harm to
anyone. I am most concerned because some of them have not been
formally accused, let alone tried. I know that efforts are being made to
speed up investigations and bring those who are thought to be guiltyto
trid but I am not convinced that enough is being done quickly enough
to set free the innocent. I know that the situation was critical and
presented the government with a problem it didn't create. All the same
there is a danger of continuing injustice.'
At any rate, in a country where any opposition was said to be
ruthlessly and instantly crushed, here was an important Tibetan
member of the local government who was not afraid of speaking
his mind.
Cha Teh was also severely critical of the arrangement by which
although old and infirm lamas and monks were given small pensions
by the state, the younger ones were compelled to work for their food.
While disapproving the abuses of the monastic system by which priests
exploited the superstitions of the peasants, as a Buddhist he was concerned that they should not be so occupied with material cares that they
were compelled to neglect their religious functions. He had not heard
of Cistercian contemplatives who combine farming and the spiritual
life with conspicuous success.
He was afso anxious about Tibetan cadres who. despite the law
forbidding them to do so, still spoke disrespectfull; of ;eligion and
scandalised the faithful.
Did he think that Buddhism could survive in a world whose future
would be shaped by a materialist philosophy?
Yes, he said, he was sure it would for it was impossible to suppress
religion which was a spiritual phenomenon and an intangible which
the material could not touch. Its outward forms might change in Tibet
and it was necessary that its secular power should be diminished but
while Socialism or any political arrangement might alter a man's condition and should do so when it was unsatisfactory, it could not affect
or destroy the nature of man himself.
This was an unconscious rebuke to ourselves for after our visits
to ICumbum and Drepung, we had identified the outward forms of

A TIBETAN CRITIC

141

Lamaism with the spiritual convictions of Buddhism, so that we had
assumedthey would disappear together.
When we discussed our experiences with Chen Yi on our return
to Peking, we found that Cha Teh had an unexpected ally in the
Communist Foreign Minister who was himself an atheist. For when
we told him that although we had seen no sign of repression, we expected that Buddhism would die within one or two generations of
modern scientific education, he replied: 'You are mistaken. This belief
is so deep a part of Tibetan culture that it is as much a part of the people
as their arms and legs.
W e couldn't eradicate it if we tried and we don't
u
propose
to trv. W e are concerned with man's material condition. His
I
1
soul is his own personal affair. If people cease to believe in religion it
will be because they feel no need of it. As long as they do, belief will
continue. The trouble in Tibet was that religion was more materialist
than our materialism.'
When we saw Cha Teh again he was anxious we should not assume
from our first talk that he was accusing the government of deliberate
injustice to innocent citizens who had been imprisoned after the rebellion and were still awaiting trial. He was sure that responsible offciak
were doing their best. W e had related our conversation with h m to
some Chinese who, instead of welcoming his opinions as proof of
free speech, complained that Cha Teh was still a class-conscious nobleman who was mistakenly sympathetic to rebels. This seemed to us such
a grotesque &stortion of his attitude that we arranged a second meeting
with him to reassure ourselves that we had properly understood him.
He was now certainly more conceri~edto excuse inconsiderate C h e s e
behaviour than on the previous occasion but it was impossible to believe that he was not an honest man who refused to be diverted from
the truth for fear of falling into official disfavour. His C h e s e critics
should have been grateful for a man whose denials of the atrocities they
were accused of committing were more convincing than their own
because he also didn't fear to protest against their lesser, but still
objectionable, failings. ~ ofort the first time during our long journeys
through China and Tibet in the past three years we felt that sometimes
the Peking authorities had more to fear from the obtuseness of some of
their own people at home than from their critics abroad.
1
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INTERLUDE

After the rains ceased we travelled hundreds of miles under a burning
sun, visiting villages, religious houses, schools and farms. When we
first came, it had been our intention to return to Chna by the highest
road in the world whlch was built by the Chinese Army and runs for
1,413 d e s from the city at an average height of 13,000 feet over
twelve rivers and fourteen mountain ranges to Ya-an and then on to
Chengtu, the capital of Szechuan Province. The local government was
ready to provide jeeps and expert drivers and arrange accommodation
in hostels used by lorry crews en route. But this journey would be a
strain for people in first-class physical condition and after working
almost non-stop for twelve or fifteen hours a day since our arrival we
were suffering from the effects of the high altitudes. Roma had made
a remarkable recovery from her short, severe illness, but if she was
attacked by another infection in the wastes of eastern Tibet, far from
any hospital and with no supplies of oxygen, she could be in serious
danger. Besides, if we covered IOO miles a day, which would be good
going, and weren't held up by landslides or floods where rain was still
falling, it would take us two weeks to cover the distance. There
would be little time and less energy for filming, photography and
interviewing. After exposing less than half our movie and still
film, tape-recordng hundreds of feet of sound and writing thousands of words of notes, sustained concentration became more tiring
and there were many places and people still to see in the Lhasa
area.
The Chinese were anxious for us to go to Szechuan overland
because they wanted us to see for ourselves that stories of continuing
rebellion by Khamba tribesmen and the people in the Kham area were
untrue. They cabled Peking to ask if a helicopter could be brought in
over the Sining road route to take us part of the way. When the reply
came that this was impossible they sought to reassure us that although
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the jeeps would be uncomfortable, they could be packed with eiderdowns and we could take a case of medical supplies with us.
~t was ironic after our insistence on freedom to travel wherever we
$eared that we should have to place this restriction on ourselves. But
~ o She-lone
o
had also worked hlmself to near exhaustion and his
blood-pressure was kept under control only by constant mehcation.
Chuang Wei was just recovering from a badly poisoned hand which
he had ripped in opening one of our air-tight metal film cases, and was
still under hospital treatment.
We now had to make up our minds whether to do as thorough a
job as we could by spending the rest of our time in the Lhasa area or
hurrying through the rest of the country and getting a sketchy impression just for the sake of being able to say we had been there.
Apart from the fact that we had set our hearts on travelling over the
spectacular road to Chengtu, there was no purpose in making a journey
to fmd a situation which didn't exist. The Chinese would hardly have
been anxious for us to see Tibetans fighting against them, and they were
disappointed when we decided not to go. But with t h s decision we
had given ourselves two extra weeks to work where we were and for
the first time since we arrived we could afford to relax.
The guest hostel was comfortable but its sanitary arrangements
were primitive. Revolution is alwavs hard on someone but the Chinese
Communists have sometimes contiived to make it harder than it need
have been. Everytlung which Tibet doesn't produce, w h c h is almost
everything but meat, wool, barley and butter, has to be brought from
the interior by lorry over the Sining and Szechuan-Lhasa highways.
After a IOO miles, with 1,300 still to go over the high passes, the
drivers must feel as though they are riding a giant dpper in a f i r
ground. After a few hours we felt as if we had been tumbled around in
a washing machine. But with the vital cargoes, they had also brought
massive stuffed arm-chairs and settees for the guest house. Apparently
this design is the standard for new official furniture. They appear as if
they have all come from the same factory where the workers are giants
who measure them by their own bulk. China is desperately short of
transport and oil. he space these monstrous suites have occupied in
trains and trucks taking them all over the vast continent must have been
enough to contain a small town.
Piping would have been more useful in Lhasa. There was no
running water. Washing supplies were stored in vacuum containers.
There was no W.C. but a room had been thoughtfully set aside for
us* T ~ was
s divided by a blue curtain on either side of which was a
wooden bucket. After we had begged a bottle of disinfectant from the
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hospital it was a tolerable arrangement. But in the absence of flushing
closets, we thought the Tibetan custom of using any piece of spare
ground as a lavatory was more pleasant and probably more hygienic
since the refuse was burnt in the fierce sun or washed straight into the
ground by rain storms.
After hot, sweaty, dusty days, we longed to soak out the dirt and
soften our aching muscles in a hot tub. Then we discovered Chinese
and a few Tibetans queueing up outside a communal bath house,
Our companions hadn't mentioned it because they had supposed
we should prefer squeezing water over ourselves from our private
basins.
W e stepped over the threshold into Arabian Nights luxury. A
small dressing room was equipped with two divans covered with thick
snow-white towelling. Incense was burning in small metal holders. A
large porcelain tea-pot and two bowls stood on a side table. From a
portable radio came music of a Peking opera. Leading off this room were
two cubicles, each containing a standard bath. On the doors hung soft
towel robes.
We undressed and put on the robes. Immediatelv.- an immenselv
tall Chinese, wearing iong blue trousers, a sleeveless singlet, white
surgeon's mask and blue-peaked cap, appeared with a kettle of boiling
water and made tea in the porcelain pot. He handed us cigarettes,
offered a light and went to fill the baths. He returned with two pairs
of wooden sandals, indicated to Roma the room whch he had chosen
for her and announced me to mine.
I climbed into the water and began to soak in the soporific heat
made fragrant by a stick of incense stuck behind a tap. I was lying in a
blissful doze when I felt two powerful hands in my armpits and looked
up into the eyes of the bath master staring at me over his mask. He
liZZed me firndy to a sitting position and soaped my head. This operation completed. he seized me under the arms again and with encouraging so*ds sat' me on the edge of the bath. Nvow he took my hands
and placed them on the opposite edge so that with my arms outstretched my body formed an arch over the water.
With long firm strokes of his right hand, which he had wrapped
in a piece of hot towclling, he began to massage out the dirt. Withit
came all the ache in mv backbone. This blessed rhvthm was continued
for five minutes or so &ti1 I was almost soothed asieep again. And then
once more I was lifted to my feet and lowered into the water. To my
disappointment the master p;lled out the plug and the water ran away.
Thinking this was the end I sat up, but he placed a restraining hand on
my shoulder, wiped round the bath until no trace of my scum remained,
d
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replaced the plug and ran water in again, adding cold until the heat was
just bearable.
NOW he soaked a spotless cloth under a basin tap, squeezed it out
and spr&ed a scented lotion on to it. Folding it into a pad he gently
wiped m y face with it and laid it over my forehead. I was left alone
until he returned with a cigarette and a bowl of jasmine tea. All the
weariness was flowing out of me, together with the stink of butter and
the unwashed holiness of temples and lamas, which had soaked into
my flesh so that smoking two ounces of strong black flake tobacco
every day hadn't been able to smother it. The master stood by until
the cigarette was burning near my fmgers when he removed it with
the empty tea bowl.
Now he took the scented cloth from my head, re-soaked it with
hot water, poured the heavenly essence into it again and replaced it on
my brow. With smiling eyes he once more helped me to my feet and,
as if by sleight of hand, produced two wooden boards. He placed the
shorter of them across the bath behind me and covered it with a thck
towel folded to make a pillow. He passed the longer piece between my
legs, fixing one end to the head board and the other to the bath between
the taps. Supporting my back with his left hand he drew both my legs
on to the long board and lowered me to the pillow until I was stretched
flat like a man on a rack. I sensed that only now was the really serious
business of the bath to begin.
Wrapping his right hand in a towel cloth again, he seized my
right leg, lifted it over my other and placed my foot on the wall. With
long sweeps he scrubbed the dirt out of the leg. T h s done to his
satisfaction he repeated the process with the other. Only chest, stomach
and arms remained to be cleaned. Bracing my muscles for the assault,
1 watched myself turning to cooked salmon-pink whde my insides
filled with a warm glow as though I was slowly swallowing old brandy
which seeped down through my intestines and legs into my toes.
When the massage was finished all my visible surfaces were soaped,
the boards were removed and I was lowered into the water which was
drained away again. For the third time the bath was fded and now I
felt SO light that I had the illusion of floating. My head was rinsed,
re-soaped and rinsed again. Surely this must be the end. No-ths was
a cleansing to end all cleansing. Out came the plug and away went the
last of my foulness. Surely the pipes must be connected with the Lhasa
river and running through a boiler as big as the Potala. The master
left me in a scented crystal lake and with my head safely resting on a
damp towel folded over the end of the bath so that I might not slip
down and drown, I fell asleep. There was no hurry. I had imagined
K
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Roma next door in the beneficent hands of a bath mistress, sharing my
ecstatic calm.
I was wakened by high-pitched soprano notes from the radio. 7he
master was standing by my side holding a robe. I fell over the edge of
the bath into it and he guided me to a divan in the other room. There
he rolled me into a fresh dry robe like a papoose, with only my
hands free to hold another cigarette and a fresh bowl of tea. M~ head
was swathed in a towel turban. Roma was resting 011 another couch,
She had been left to bath herself. She came over to pour me another
cup of tea. I thanked her with a fat, flabby, scent-drunk smile. MYwhole
being felt as boneless as sorbo rubber. 'You old Turk,' she said, 'even in
Tibet men manage to get the best of it.' Before we left Lhasa for
good, the bath master and I were old friends.
All I desired now was to sleep fifteen hours a night and sit out the
days of a week in a deep chair with a pipe and a bottle of smooth brandy,
considering the impressions which my brain was becoming too tired
to put into order. During the Burma war I had seen soldiers going
jungle happy after unendurable strain. In a village outside Mandalay
I had once sat for an unpleasant hour watching a man, who had come
to the end of his nervous tether after fighting his way down from
Kohima, playing Russian roulette with a .3 8 revolver and no one daring
to take it from him because he promised to take anyone with him who
interfered. When he got tired of trying to kill himself he threw the
gun on to the roof of a hut and drank himself to sleep.
I met another who spent the last two months of the campaign
putting himself wherever he was most likely to be shot. He never was,
but he got h s closest friend killed by taking him into danger to which
he was indifferent and from which he was strangely immune. I had
flown the hazardous Himalayan Hump between India and China a
dozen and more times, travelled in gliders over impenetrable jungle
from which there would have been no way out if we had crashed into
it and had been shot at from Japan to the banks of the ~rrawaddy,
without feeling more than momentary fright. I had suffered my first
uncontrollable panic on a Bengal airfield when I was makillg a peaceful
journey to north Burma with no Japanese fighter nearer than ~ndoChina or Rangoon. When a generator temporarily failed, to delay
take-o& I found myself-with a voice which sounded outside myselflying to the aircrew chief that if we didn't get away in an hour it would
be too late for me to arrive at our destination. It wouldn't have mattered if I got there in another week. Only other passengers standing
between me and the door prevented me from jumping out and ruMing
for my life whlch I was sure I was going to lose. After an hour in the
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irthe panic went and it never recurred. Nervous collapse is unpreand I have observed that it usually occurs long after the events
whichare the cause of it.
The night after we had decided not to go overland to Chcngtu
we went to bed pleasantly weary. At two o'clock in the morning I
in terror. I got up and moved quietly into the sitting-room
so as not to disturb Roma. My whole body felt paralysed and I was
that m legs carried me over the floor to a chair. I sat down
and told mysel I must have had a nightmare which I couldn't r e
member. I felt an irresistible impulse to shout at the top of my voice to
release a tension which was bursting my head and imprisoning me in
the mountains of Lhasa from whch I knew there would never be any
way out. I made tea and knocked over the pot which wakened Roma
and brought her to my side. My hands shook and I couldn't hold
a cup to my lips. The man who was supposed to be the strong one
of the family was a shivering jelly of nameless fear. We talked about
the children and grandchildren and Roma took me out of the room to
familiar scenes at home and began naming some of the same flowers
we had seen in Tibet which old George England, who helped us to
look after our beautiful garden in Hampstead, would be looking after
now.
Fear died with the darkness and I fell asleep again with the sun
streaming through the windows. The panic didn't return.
But after I had recovered I was aware that my temper was becoming
as t h as the air when I became unjustifiably irritable with our companions, but only because they and Roma, who did not appear to be
at all nervously affected despite her short serious illness, told me so.
The Chinese did not have to be reminded that we were not Communists. Off and on we had argued at political loggerheads ever since
we left Peking but they had been amiable discussions between people
who had no disagreements about the benefits whlch revolution had
brought to China but whose philosophical outlooks were poles apart.
NOW,when they told us some everyday facts which they had discovered
about Tibet and in which they rightly thought we ought to be interested, I had sometimes offensively told them they should know better
than to try out propaganda on me. I don't know if that was when they
thought of getting some films brought to the small hostel hall but it
was an inexpressible relief to everyone when we could go to the pictures in the evening-until we saw the Chinese ascent of Everest,
which provoked one of the fiercest arguments of all.
It was a superb photographic ~roductionbut still not as fme as
that of the cameraman with the British expedtion. And as a scientific
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adventure film it was unnecessarily spoiled by Communist jingoism
There was too much of the climbers doing it all under the glorious
leadership of Chairman Mao. When an interpreter had to repear this
adulatory phrase, which is becoming the O m Mani Padme Humof
Chinese Communists, Edgar Snow used to say, 'For God's sake if you
have to say it, say it deadpan and forget the expression.'
BY now the praise of the Chairman evoked no more emotional
response in us than a recording of 'God Save the Queen' in a British
cinema. ~ u we
t were &sappointed when after a brief shot of sonle
equipment which had been left on the mountain by a previous unsuccessful British expedition there was no mention of the triumphant
climb by Hiuary and Tenzing.
When the lights went up, Koo She-lone and Chuallg Wei, who
were also seeing the film for the first time, said with pride, 'Wasn't
that enjoyable?'
' N ~ , 'I exploded. 'You've made a splendid achievement into a
kind of politiSal lie by giving your
the impression that the
Chnese got to the top first.'
They were used to our laughing at comrades who, imagining that
we were members of the Party,
,- occasionallv comnliserated with us on
the oppression of British workers by exploiting capitalist Imperialists but
now they were shocked to silence. W e walked quietly to our rooms.
Koo She-lone, who was visibly upset, hurried ahead. As we passed
his door he was washing his head vigorously in a bowl of cold water.
W e stopped on the threshold and apologised. 'We are sorry if we've
*
.
been &scourteous..
Koo She-lone dried himself, and his courtesy, which had never
failed to save our face in such situations, came to our rescue. 'Your
criticism is very welcome,' he said.
Breakfast was never a talkative affair but next morning there was
an unusual self-conscious calm dsturbed only by a suckingof noodles
until Roma broke into it and released the tension by saying we weren't
just being stupidly patriotic and decrying Chinese acllievement by
criticising their Everest film. O n the contrary we were complaining
that the Chinese had belittled themselves by presenting their conquest
of the mountain not only with patriotic pride but as Communist
propaganda. Courage and endurance in scientific achievement
shouldn't be exploited politically. And to pretend that the British
expedition wasn't the first to reach the summit by ignoring it was
falsifying history.
'I have been thinking about it,' said KOO she-lone, 'and you are
right. But your criticism wasn't entirely accurate because when
I

.
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the success was announced I know the British climb was mentioned.
1tPs1 pity it was left out of the film.' This was pretty generous and we
felt we night concede a point when She-lone felt compelled to add,
' ~ 1 1the same, I t h n k it's generally acknowledged that the north side
of the nlountain is the hardest way up.'
~ u ift the Chinese had begrudged British success, some British

newspapers and mountaineers seem also to have been inspired by political prejudice when they implied that the Chinese might not be t e h g
the truth when they claimed to have climbed Everest. Their unwillingness to accept the Communists' word was based on the fact that they
said their men couldn't photograph themselves on the summit because
they reached it in darkness. One would have thought this explanation
was the most convincing proof of their integrity. Dishonest climbers
who had failed in their objective, would surely have produced a
picture, if that was all doubters required. I could take a photograph
on the top of Helvellyn or Scafell any day and say it was exposed on a
fimalayan peak without anyone being able to disprove it. But when
the Chmese were being scientifically hoilest they were suspected of
political duplicity. And when the Chinese Evcrest film came to England
the distributors told us they couldn't get it shown in any commercial
cinema.
At any rate the next film-TadPola in Searclt of their Mothercompletely restored harmony, for we were all anxious for them to find
her after their perilous adventures amongst the monsters lurking in the
weeds of the pond waiting to devour them.
A great deal of modern Chinese literature, where heroes and
heroines are political puppets dressed in human clothes, is excessively
dull and reads like those nineteenth-century Sunday School tales of
good children whose unbearable priggishness we were supposed to
emulate in our own infancy. ~t is all very elevating but one longs for
some of the characters to do wrong, like it and refuse to repent. YOU
may have to seem to enjoy behaving with Puritan decorum and UIfading devotion to The General Line, or whatever line you are SUPposed to be following in China at the moment, but if you can't be your
real mixed-up self in real life, you can be as human as you like in the
fairy tale world of Chinese opera, ballet and film whch is more
beautifully idealistic than any in the world.
Walt Disney in his most lavish flights of fancy has not ~roduced
a more glorious riot of colour or achieved a technical brilliance more
breathtaking than the film of the Monkey King. Life is austere and very
earnest in China today but when C h e s e Marxists take time off for
romance they let themselves go with extravagant abandon. They don't
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enjoy themselves by halves--or at least they do-because when we had
sat through t h s epic fantasia for nearly three hours it came to an unexpectedly abrupt end. It was explained that this was only the first part
of the film. The sccond, which might take another year or two to
complete, was still in the stuhos.
~ u the
t next night we sat through another two hours of an enchanting story, filmed in exquisite colour, whch seemed to containa
part of every fairy tale ever told, in which kings, princes and princesses
were the saviours of freedom against tyranny so that the audience
night have wotidcred why there was any need for Communistsat
all.
A short cartoon devoted to the adventures of a party of pigs
restored the proper political balance. Most of them behaved with 1
sense of social responsibility to their neighbours. But the moral of the
tale was that greed destroyed the greedy and this was d~arnaticall~
demonstrated by a sequence showing a fat porker who with hls brothers
had found a field full of melons but not being content with one small
one had taken an armful. When he was crossing a narrow bridge over
a stream he overbalanced under the load and all his lovely fruits were
lost in the water while his more sensible companions trotted home
safely with one apiece.
When we were in Peking we had read of a company of young
Tibetans who had taken the great theatres of China's principal cities
by storm. With one or two exceptions they were the sons and daughters
of former serfs who had been taken to Shanghai to be trained by one
of the country's leading ~roducers.A play telling the story of the
wedding journey of the Princess Wen Cheng was written for them.
They rehearsed it for two years and then went on tour. Soon after we
arrived in Lhasa they came to perform for their own people in a great
new theatre opposite the Potala.
There had always been troupes of actors in Tibet who travelled
about the country with folk and religious dramas but there could have
been nothing to compare with the s~lendourof this presentation. 1f it
could be brought to England and put on at the end of the shakerpeare
season at Stratford-on-Avon it would fill the ~ e m o r i a Theatre
l
for
the whole winter. We tried to think of a ~roductionwhch could match
its elegant decor, the lovely and striking contrasts of costumes and
blends of colour and could remember only one which had made such
a vivid and delightful impression. This was ~ u c Ado
h About ~ o t h i n gat
Stratford, designed by a Spaniard, and directed by John ~ielgud,in
which Diana Wynyard had played Beatrice with Anthony ~ u a y l e
as Benedick.
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princess W e n Cheng was acted in Tibetan so that we could not
understand a word of it but KOOShe-lone persuaded a local linguist to
translate a synopsis into Chnese and then to English so that we could
follow the action. Chinese audences are usually talkative even on the
most importailt theatrical occasioils and no one is dsturbed if people
in the next row engage in discussion about the merits of the cast or
author. The Tibetans sat in reverent and awed silence before t h s
lnagllificent spectacle, until one of thc characters made a joke w h c h
convulsed his companions on the stage. Then, as though their chests
had been bursting to let go, the stalls and the pit joined in with a vast
roar of laughter. From then on, the spectators were part of the show,
encouraging the heroes and heroines with polite noises of approval
and discouraging the villains, who were hindering the princess on her
way to marry the Tibetan king, with grunts of resentment. There was
a cast of about forty, but with ingenious switches of parts and costumes
we had the impression that we had seen three or four hundred moving
about the great stage.
The author's technique was entirely Shakespearean in mannerthe time between longer scenes being filled in with characters continuing the business of the play on the apron while the sets were being
changed. When the situation demanded it, the same set was used
for different acts, the change in place and atmosphere being conveyed
by the disguise of furniture with different drapes. The procession of the
Princess and her retinue into Lhasa brought the house down. It was a
medieval tapestry come to life. The royal litter was followed by a train
of brilliantly dressed lords and ladies with a great retinue of servants
bearing gifts for the king, caskets of jewels, bales of blazing silks, casks
of wine and the carcasses of pigs, sheep and deer. The comical hit of
this scene was an actor, formerly a serf hlmself, who, to the enormous
amusement of the audience, s;aggered around beneath an immense
barrel, obviously a present to the royal couple from his obese lord who,
burdened only by his o w l bulk, was badgering h m to go faster. This
situation was hugely appreciated by everyone for to most of the people
in the theatre it had the familiarity of personal experience.
The youth who played King Songsten Gambo was for all the world
a younger Laurence Olivier delivering his lines and moving with the
sure authority of the English actor in Henry V. It was a remarkable
achievement for one who had never been inside a theatre three yeals
before.
Perhaps it wasn't so surprising that the actress playing Princess Wen
Cheng, who was the daughter of a serf in Lhasa before she and her
family were liberated, should have carried herself with such natural and
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easy dignity, for most Tibetans, however poor, seem to possess it. B~~
it was very moving to imagine her, the king and their companionsin
this astonishing company as they had lived a few years ago and to see
them now bowing to the audience, some of whom had tears in their
eyes as they clapped and stamped their feet in wild applause at the
end of the ~erformance.For this was not only superb entertainment,
it was a p o u d occasion for every Tibetan there who shared in the
triumph.
A group of the principal actors and actresses came to a tea party to
tell us about their new lives. The king, who was twenty-four, had been
a peasant boy until he was chosen to go to Shanghai. Now he was
fded with enthusiasm for the theatre but &dn't wish to devote all his
life to acting. He was preparing to write an historical play about his
own people and one day hoped to produce for the new Tibetan
theatre. The princess, who was eighteen, and a beautiful nineteenvear.-old girl who acted the part of her slave, were the children of
Ibrmer household serfs. The Drincipal villain of the piece. a seventhcentury Tibetan Iago, was a lama until he was twenty. He had lived
in a monastery since he was eight. The oldest member of the company,
*
,who played the T'ang emperor, father of Princess Wen Cheng, was
thirty. Until 1959 he was a serf of a high official in the Dalai Lama's
eove'rnment. This actor would have bee; an outstanding success in anv
country. Under the old social order he would have swept floors and
done general labouring: work for the rest of his life. The voungest
membYer was a merry pGtty girl offifteen. When her father andmotier,
who were both serfs, &ed, she was left destitute. A travelhg Chinese
Army theatre troupe adopted her and asked the &rector to take her to
~ h a n i h awhen
i
th; ~riniessWen Cheng group was being formed.
On Sunday, when these players had a night off, the theatre was taken
over by singers, dancers and musicians. There were farmers from the
Loka grain-growing area, an army group and a newly formed professional Tibetan company whose members came from all over the
country. This was one of the gayest most exciting performances we
had seen anywhere in the world. And the price of a seat was a penny.
But even thls big theatre couldn't hold all who wished to come so the
music was relayed through loudspeakers for those outside to enjoy.
W e spent a lazy morning drifting about the lovely Dragon b g
Lake beneath the Potala in an old rowing boat and dozing in the shade
of the Dalai Lama's Pavilion on a small island. TWO young soldiers,
spending an idle day off duty who were attracted by our curious
appearance, asked our Tibetan interpreter from what part of the world
we came. One was a Han, the other a Tibetan of nineteen. They were
L

U

I

A

We met these merry youngsters gathering fuewood for their mothers

i
i

Wherever we went with our cailleras we werc followed by hordes of children
who had never seen Europeans before

-

---

OPPOSITB

~ a ~
--

dove:

'C*L

Lama

The Great Jewel-The

Boundless ~lgnt-HIS rerenity The

-

- -

----=
-

A boy laina of Sera Monastery

INTERLUDE

I53

intrigued when told that we were English for neither had ever heard
of ~ n ~ l a n d .
I said to the Tibetan lad: 'I am surprised you are in the Chinese
Army. Why did you join it?'
He looked at me with a wondering expression and replied: 'I don't
rnderstand. We have to defend our country, don't we?'
'Of course,' I said, 'but many people from my part of the world
think your enemies are the Chlcse and you should defend it with your
peopll who are still fighting against them.'
The boy stared with astonishment as he heard these words. Then he
laughed and turned to his Chinese comrade, apparently to tell hun what
I had said.
'Well,' I asked the interpreter, 'what does he answer to that?'
The inter~reter.who miintained an attitude of com~letelvdetached
independen& when he was translating so that his voke sokded like
a replay of a tape-recording, for the-first time appeared to be embarrassed, 'Well,' he said, 'he doesn't anree with you.' I insisted on the
precise words. 'You w d understand,'he answered, 'that he doesn't
mean this offensively because he is puzzled but he has just asked his
friend if he thnks you are mad.'
It was lain that if I ~ursuedmv inauiries I should onlv convince
the ~ibeta; ~rivatethat &as. He dihn9t\ook or sound as if had been
forced into the Army by a Communist press gang. Compared with the
dejected C h e s e peasant youths I had seen being hauled at the end of a
rope to Chiang Kai-shek's barracks in Kunming nearly twenty years
ago, he was as smart as a British Guardsman.
The saddest creature we met in all Tibet wasn't a human being at
all but the Dalai Lama's elephant, and he was the only creature who had
not been freed from bondage. We found him in a ~ a r d
near the lake
chained bv his front feet to a stout stake outside a tall stable which had
been speially built for him by the thirteenth Incarnation. He had
endured this captivity for eighteen years since the King of Nepal had
sent h m to Lhasa as a present for the god-king.
With another elephant he had walked across the bleak plateau from
the Himalayan frontier, but his companion had died and he had lived
alone ever since with an old half-blind Tibetan and his son who had
spent the last eighteen years feeding him and sitting in the yard with
him. We asked his keepers why they didn't loose h m and take him for
a walk. 'Ah,' said the old man, 'it would be too dangerous. He has
become rather bad-tempered.' After nearly 6,600 days and nights of ths
intolerable boredom hc might have been excused if he tried to push
over the Potala with h s great head, if only he could break out of his
I
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cruel bonds. If ever a citizen of Lhasa deserved a happier life in his
next incarnation, he did and for his sake we wished Buddhist belief
could be true.
When we walked out of the Dragon King Park we came into a
leafy lane where two old men were shuffling round a chorten saying
their devotions. If I had not been afraid, aftcr my conversation with the
solders, that our interpreter would be sure I had now lost my reason,
I should have asked them to iilclude the old elephant in their prayers,
Instead I murmured an Om Mani Padme Hum of my own for hm
in the hope that it might be caught up with the invocations flyingoff.
ro the gods from their spinning prayer wheels.
W e visited the carpet factory which, apart from the local electricity
power station, is the only industrial plant in Lhasa. We had hoped to
buy a rug which would be light enough to carry in an aeroplane with
the rest of our luggage but the smallest and cheapest was A30 and with
the duty payable in London, which w o ~ ~probably
ld
be as much again,
we couldn't afford it with another 15,000 miles travelling before us.
The factory was a group of antique timber buildings where 120
men and women also produced knitwear and striped aprons on wooden
hand looms. Formerly, we were told, carpets were made by craftsmen
in their own homes for the royal palaces, government offices and nobles'
houses. Now they are sold to official institutions since no private
customer could afford them. The largest with bold highly coloured
flower and animal designs would probably sell for A200 or A300 in
Europe but until production is mechanised there is no hope of a
~ ~ c i e quantity
nt
being available for export, and the power station
doesn't generate enough electricity to operate heavy machnery.
But if the factory was primitive, the conditions of the workers
were more up to date. As in the rest of Chna they worked eight hours
a day, six days a week. Wages were low-about A7 to A8 a month,
but they paid no rent for their homes and they could buy a substantial
midday meal in the canteen for a few pence. And like their small
children, who spent the days in a nursery which was part of the establishment, where they were also fed for next to nothing, they were 111
surprisingly well dressed. Originally there were only a few skilled
workers here and the majority are still apprentices. The designers are
Tibetan but the manager has come from China where he has spent all
his life in the textile industry.
Before the Chinese arrived, most consumer goods were made in
cottages by individual families but now workers are being encouraged
to form themselves into groups to speed up and increase productione
Among the first to pool their labour and resources were the Lhasa
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bootmakersand only a few bespoke tradesmen can now be seen working
their special pitches in the streets. Their first co-operative had been
up on the ground floor of a dark &lapidated house, the like of which
hasn't been used as a workshop in England since the days of Dickens.
There were no wiildows and what little light there was came in through
the door. But against a wall girls were busy with six bright-new sewing
machines. These had been bought, from China, two at a time, out of the
first profits which had been ploughed back into the business after the
workers had taken their share.
An old man who told us he had been making boots for nearly fifty
years explaii~edthat admission to this co-operative was decided by a
vote of all the members. There had been room for a few apprentices
but adults must be experienced and conscientious craftsmen; otherwise
the high standard of workmanship on whch their reputation and sales
depended would decline. When they had worked as individuals they
were proud of their traditional skills. Now they were operating as a
team they must be sure that this sense of persolla1 responsibility was
not lost. He was happy to say that after a few odd men out had returned to their private businesses, the rest had settled down and with
increasing profits they would be able to buy more machines. He
talked like a medieval guildsman. He and his companions were obviously enjoying this first experiment in Socialism in a society which
they were helping to create. They had always been necessary. Now they
felt important and their labour had acquired a new dignity.
The old man was also relishing the authority which his experience
gave him amongst his younger companions who looked to hixn for
guidance. This was probably more satisfying to him than the increase
in income which the co-operative had brought hrn, for like all the
rest before the liberation he had been a serf. As a specialist tradesman
he had been better off than a peasant and he told us he had not been
maltreated. In fact his former owner, who was about the same age as
himself, was still in the city where, because he could read and write
and was good with figures, he had found a job with the local govemment. He was one of the co-operative's first customers and there was
no ill-feeling between them.
This workshop made footwear for everyday use but its ride were
the beautiful boots with yak-hide soles and cloth uppers, decorated
with bright-coloured hand-stitched traditional designs of flowers and
foliage. It also supplied local monasteries with the special boots favoured
by Lamas which are so heavy and thick-soled that their wearers lift
their feet as if weights are attached to them and walk with the exaggerated movements of Peking opera characters. These boots also increase
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the wearer's height and give him an immensely important appeannce,
we spent the next week wandering slowly through the countryside
in the Lhasa-Shigatse area, filming, taking still pictures and giving
our brains a rest from facts and figures before we returned to the city,
Then we went to see how education was getting on.
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impress us with their achievments both Chinese and Tibetans
who supported the new order sometimes exaggerated the disadvantages of the old, but more often than not we found the younger
Communists were not so much trying to deceive us with propaganda
as being themselves deceived by their own ignorance of the past. For
example, while the great majority of Tibetans were illiterate, more
could read and write than some of our informants would have us
believe. Some of them were recent arrivals themselves and before they
came had probably read less about conditions in Tibet than ourselves.
Frequently, to their surprise, we were able to tell them more about the
history of the country than they knew. But when we asked to look
into any particular situation they made no attempt to divert our
attention only to those things they wished us to see and which they
thought would reflect credit on them. So when we wanted to see
schools, they dldn't select them for us but left us to make our own
arrangements.
Before the Chinese came, some of the wealthier families had sent
sons and daughters to be educated in Darjeeling and some boys went
to Rugby but this experiment was not repeated. One of them wanted
to be a mining engineer but his ambitions were frustrated by religion.
Making deep holes in the earth was forbidden, presumably because the
demons who were believed to live underground might escape through
them. Rich nobles and landlords arranged for their chldren to be
taught to read and write and occasionally allowed chlldren of their
serfs to be taught as well.
Some young monks were educated in the three Rs in the monasteries so that they could read the Scriptures and keep accounts but
there was no state system of education. In a country largely devoted
to agriculture, where most people were peasants and, apart from religious
writings, there was virtually no literature, there was no need for it.
I57
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The stability of feudal society was dependent on the ignoranceof the
people.
~ u ~olitical
t
ideology apart, mass education is as essential in the
new Tibetan Socialist state as it was undesirable and unnecessary inthe
old culture. The Director of Culture and Education, Mr. Liu, ha one
of the most formidable jobs in the country in providing it.
'I have heard,' he said, 'that some foreigners criticise us for invading
Tibet and taking their country away from the Tibetans. As an educationist, this strikes me with peculiar irony for my task is to help
Tibetans to make Tibet worth living in. If there hadn't been an invasion
of education from the interior, there wouldn't have been any at al.
'When we first came we started from scratch. There were no
buildngs, teachers and no-one capable of organising an education
system. The nobles and landlords didn't want one and naturalv the
lamas were opposed to secular teaching which they feared would uidermine their authority. Progress here has been comparatively slow but
until 1960, after the governing aristocracy had made it clear by the
rebellion that they were opposed to any kind of social reform, rapid
advancement was impossible.
'For the first eight years, during which the policy of the Peking
Government was to encourage Tibetan leaders to adapt themselves
to the idea of social change, we relied entirely on persuasion to convince them that education was desirable, but in a serf society a national
system designed for all children was unthnkable. It was only after the
serfs were freed that we were also free to plan it.
'As you know, there is still a serious shortage of well qualified
teachers in China so you can imagine the problems we face here.
There is no compulsory education in Tibet so far because we can't
compel parents to send their children to schools which aren't there, to
be taught by teachers who don't exist. But where we have been able
to provide facilities, children go to school when they are eight andnearly
40 per cent of infants of this age are now receiving some h d of
instruction, even if only in the three Rs. Fortunately thousands ofmonks
who left the monasteries have taken up t e a c h g as a profession.
Usually their only qualification is that they can read and write, although
some are proficient at arithmetic and others are excellent musicians
and dancers. But this simple knowledge was all we required to get
primary education started. Some petty noble-women are also now
working as teachers.
'We have been able to establish five middle schools and forty-one
state primaries. This education is completely free. But I ,3 00 primaries
have been formed and are financed and managed by parents themselves*
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~h~ government provides the buildings, usually old houses formerly
belonging to landlords of great estates and sometimes barns or old
templeswhich have not been used for religious purposes for many
Years. Some very small government grants are also available. The
and education department advises on organisation, but apart
fromthis they are responsible for runling their own affairs.'
We went first to Dege (Good Luck) Street People's Primary School
in the city. Tlus was started at the end of 1959 by a group of parents
who formed a committee after being told there would be no hope of
government education for their chldren for many years. The local
authorities allowed them to use an ancient farm house and its surrounding grain stores, byres and stables as class-rooms. W e were received by
1 tall handsome Tibetan. Nawang Puchiung was the first teacher to be
appointed and had seen the school grow from a small group of infants
and a staff of one-llinlself-to
a thriving institution with 332 pup&
seven masters and three mistresses.
Nawang Puchung is thirty-eight. When he was fourteen his
Darents entered him as a monk of the White Sect. one of the oldest in
Yibet, at Trarong Monastery. 'I remained there f i r twenty-one years,'
he said, 'but left axter the rebillion with w h c h I had no sympathy. First
I obtained work as a clerk in the Lhasa telegraph ofice. Some of the
people in this district knew me and when they wanted to start a school,
asked if I would come to teach reading, writing and arithmetic. They
couldn't afford to pay me much but &ey hadlbeen given some land,
seized from the previous owner who took part in the rebellion, on
which thev grew food so thev could ~ r o v i d eme with meals. In
addition tkeyall subscribed as k u c h as tLey could afford towards my
salary
of twenty-one- yuan a month [just under A;3], and of course
I was given a rent-free room.
'The men repaired and decorated the buildings in their spare time
and their wives cleaned them. W e had no furniture and books but we
had a blackboard and some chalk and the children were used to sitting
on the ground so we had the essential equipment for making a start.
'Then more Darents became interested and subscribed more money.
Seeing that we bere in earnest, the local government made a grant of
A;3 10s a month. Within a year we had more than 150 pupils and it
was possible to employ three other former lamas anxious to become
teachers. The small voluntary parents' committee wasn't big enough
now to do all the necessary work of collecting subscriptions, seeing
to the b u i l d q s and all the other work of management, SO a second
was formed.
'Now, including myself, we have five former lamas on the sta6
..
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one Living Buddha, three women and one layman. It has also been
necessary to form a third committee. W e teach a four-year course in
the Tibetan language and arithmetic.'
Nawang Puchiung guided us up a steep narrow stone stairwayto a
small staff-room where we were joined for tea by his colleagues. He
explained that he wasn't the headmaster because he was the first to come
here. In fact there was no Principal. The curriculum was simple and
all the teachers, who had equal status, decided the time-table and
arranged the classes by mutual agreement. They also received the same
salaries. There were no fixed fees. Parents paid into the common fund
what they could afford according to their wages and family circumstances. Contributions ranged from about IS to 3s a month.
w e asked, 'May we be introduced to your colleague who is a
Living Buddha?'
~ i w a Puchiung
n ~
pointed to a short sturdy man who, like the
other masters, wore a rough brown gown and large wide-brimmed
black trilby hat. With an embarrassed smile this muscular Incarnation
said, 'Well, I used to be a Living Buddha, but I'm not now.'
This was a surprising statement. W e asked, how could an Incarnation, who according to Buddhist belief had achieved perfection in
his previous life but returned to earth from his god-like state to help
his brethren towards heaven, cease to be himself.
'I got married,' said the Buddha.
'You mean it's impossible for a husband to be a god to his wife?'
we asked, not quite sure that the question wasn't in bad taste. We
needn't have worried. The joke wa's received with loud laughter, in
which the former Buddha ioined.
We asked, 'If you can cease to be an Incarnation by getting
married do you know how you become one in the first place?'
The young man answered: 'No, I don't know that. I think the
Kambu of my lamaserie declared that I was a Living Buddha when 1
was a bov. I don't know how that came about but I had a better life
than som; of the lamas who weren't Incarnations. ~ u I would
t
rather
have my wife and two children and be a schoolmaster. It's a more
interesting life.'
'But you are still a Buddhist and not a Communist?'
'Yes,' he said, 'we are all Buddhists but that doesn't mean that
everything done in our religion was right. I think of all of us have
realised during the past few years that a great deal was wrong. At
any rate I feel I am doing something really useful now for the first time.'
Did Nawang Puchiung feel the same about this new life and his
renunciation of the old?
.
I

Chenscl Phodrang, favourite sunlmer palace of the Fourteenth Dalai Laina
111 the Norbulingka from which he fled by night in 1959. He was told this
building w i t h other palaces in the Jewel Park was reduced to ruin by
Chincsc gtmfire soon after he left. W e found it intact with all its contents
~ ~ ~ e t i c u l n upreserved
slv

The holy of holies of Tibet. The altar of The Jo, which legend says was
brought to Lhasa in the seventh century by the Chinese Princess Wen Cheng
as a wedding gift to her husband the King of Tibet
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'1 don't feel I have renounced anything,' he said. 'In the monastery
you devoted your time to helping yourself towards perfection. I am
fmding it more satisfying he1 ing our children so they will have an
opportunityof happier lives t an most Tibetans used to know.'
Were there no regrets about the passing of the old society? Did they
welcomc the news that the Hans were coming to bring revolution
to Lhasa?
'NO,' said Nawang Puchiung, 'like most people, at first I was very
much afraid. W e had been told that they would destroy our religion
and kill the lamas, even if they didn't shoot or make slaves of everyone
else.'
'And nothing of the sort happened?'
'No,' said Nawang Puchlung. 'They left us alone. Soldiers didn't
even come to our monastery.'
'But many people fled from the city even in those early days so
what drove them away?'
'Well,' he replied, 'they believed that even worse things would
happen to them. My mother was terrified because she and her neighbours had been told that the Han soldiers ate human flesh and drank
human blood.' She would have gone away with some of them but she
was too old to walk far.'
'So witlin a week or two when everything was peaceful you were
not alarmed any more?'
'We were not alarmed but we were not peaceful in our minds. I
thought perhaps they were waiting a little before they took drastic
action against us because they didn't want to make trouble for themselves immediately. It was two years before I began to believe they
didn't intend to destroy us.'
'But you were the most religiorts country in the world and the Han
Communists have no religion. YOU speak another language and all
your traditions are different. Have you no feeling that you are being
made into a subject race?'
AS these words were translated one of the former lamas, who had
listened intently to our conversation, asked: 'May I say something?I feel that life is more independent for Tibetan people now. Our
children won't grow up to be serfs and will be the equals of the Hans
in education and opportunities.'
NOWthe dialogue with Nawang Puchiung and his colleague was
interrupted by all the teachers talking excitedly amongst themselves.

g

I. Kuomintang propagu~distsinvented the story of Comnlunist ~annibalism.
Chou En-lai was said to be fond of human flesh.
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Then one of the women addressed our interpreter. 'They would ue
to ask,' he said, 'if you are against that?'
We explained that wherever we went in Tibet, we were trying to
discover ~eople'sreal feelings. Naturally the Hans would speak well of
themselves. Tibetans in high places might also be expected to speak well
of them because their positions would depend on it but we were lnore
interested in the opinions of those who had no political authority and
no special political convictions.
There was an embarrassed silence as they considered these wor&,
Another of the women who had not spoken but had busied herself
pouring tea for everyone replied, 'All we can do is to show you what
we are doing and you can decide if it is good or not.'
It was a deserved rebuke for what they must have considered illmannered doubts of their honesty.
They had modestly explained that we mustn't expect too much.
The standard of education wasn't high because they themselves were
only capable of teaching their own language and some simple arithmetic. The tension was broken by a chubby ruddy-faced infant who
put her head round the door to speak to one of the mistresses. When
she saw our white faces her mouth dropped open, words gurgled in
her throat and she vanished with a groan, which became a hgh-pitched
gabble as she reached the bottom of the stairs and was apparentlytelling
some companions what she had seen. W e went down to join them.
It was playtime and the yard, formerly the farm midden, was
frlled with chldren. Some of them were barefoot. But they all had
large satchels, made of plastic material or cloth or knitting, slung on
their backs. These were apparently a status symbol in Tibetan schools
and we hardly saw a chld without one.
The ancient buildings had been patched up where loose masonry
had threatened to fall into the playground and square holes had been
cut here and there to form windows in which there was no glass. But
the entire establishment looked as though it had been hit by a bomb
and left to rot for a few years until someone had thought of mahg
use of it again. The classrooms in the main part were substantial and
airy enough and there were rough desks in some of them but ~otheboys Hall was a palace compared with the old stables and byres where
most of the pupils sat on earth floors. There were no chairs or desks
here. Each child sat on the earth floor and rested his slate on the back
of his neighbour sitting in front of him. After four years of straining
their eyes in this gloom, lighted only by holes in the walls, they would
probably need to wear glasses for the rest of their lives. But at any rate
they would be able to read and write with their aid.
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~t was this or nothing for these infants who were as poorly dressed

any we had seen in England in fifty years but who were as bright
md cheerful as any we had seen anywhere in the world. Thls was not
surprising for slum children are often as gay and lively as their surroundings are depressing. But every one of these appeared strong
and healthy. Most of their parents were ihterate. This school which
they had created was the passionate and inspired expression of their
desire to give their children knowledge which they had been denied.
He would have been a dull-witted, cold-hearted visitor who could not
&are their enthusiasm.
Nawang Puchung told us that all the pupils would go on from here
to junior schools. From there a few, but only a few, because facilities
were limited, would pass into middle (or grammar) schools. Thls was
the highest education which could now be provided in Tibet. The
most brilliant scholars would go to universities in Sian, Chengtu,
Kunrning and Peking with state scholarships.
In one classroom we found chldren teaching themselves. It was
explained that the master had gone off on an important errand. He had
left a sentence written on a large blackboard. Each child went up to it
in turn and, tracing the words with a pointer, called them out to the
others who repeated them in unison. When they had all had a turn as
teacher they called out the sentence together, reading it from their
slates on which they had written it with sticks dipped in home-made ink.
When lessons were done, the whole school assembled in the open for
us to take photographs. But every time a camera was levelled a sltiall
girl, whose hair was piled on top of her head and tied into a pluine with
bright red ribbon, ran out from the crowd and stood in front of it.
With her lips tightly pressed together she stretched herself taut to her
full diminutive height, staring intently up into the lens. When we
moved to avoid her, she moved until she was square on again. A
mistress came to my help and picked her up.
'She lives next door,' she said. 'She isn't old enough for school
yet but she is here every day to ask when she can come.'
When the eager frustrated scholar was assured that her picture had
been taken and she was now really a schoolgirl like all the rest, she
trotted cheerfully home.
There is still plenty of inequality in Tibet. compared with his
fellow citizens, the Panchen Lama lives like a rnihonaire, but Tibetans
would probably be surprised if he didn't and because he is the highest
of all Incarnations left in the country they will think it right and proper
that a new palace is being built for him. Since they can't eat more
than two or three meals a day or live in several houses at the same time,
1s
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Apei and the nobles who have remained have suffered little personal
inconvenience. They have given lip their vast estates and hundreds
or thousands of serfs but they are still as well off as men ought to be in
any society. Tibetans won't resent this either because their conlnloll
sense tells them that heads of goverllment can't be expected to live
like peasants ally inore than Abbots of nlonasteries call do their
work if they have to live in dorlllitorics with tlle rest of the
community.
~ u the
t illost striking inequalities are to be found in education
where at first sight they are ttiost disturbing because one feels
&ldren at any rate should start their lives with equal opportunities.
The 518 pupils of Lhasa's first state primary, which was founded
in 1952, are as poor as the clddren of Dege Street, but although their
school doesn't bear such at1 auspicious name-it is known as No. 1they and their parents are ttiuch luckier and their chances of higher
education are incomparably better.
The buildings are simple but they are well lit and furnished with a
&air and desk for each chlld. There are twice as many teacherseleven Tibetans and nine Chinese-and they are more experienced so
that the curriculum can be wider and more advanced. For example,
Chinese is taught as a second language so that, when they have been
through Middle School, chlldren who attain a sufficiently high standard in other subjects will have no rllfficulty in studying in Chinese
universities. There are also classes in elementary science, history, geography, music, painting and physical culture. It is not surprising that
more than go per cent of the pupils are expected to qualify for higher
education. Against this competition, which is inevitable in present
conrlltions, 5 per cent of the 'Lucky' Street boys and girls will be fortunate if they can stay at school after they are twelve.
When we looked at these children in their smart surrou~idingsour
hearts went out to the infants sitting in the gloom of the earth-floored
stables, straining their eyes to read the letters on the slates resting on their
companions' backs.
But if these conditions must create some injustices they are at any
rate an improvement on the inequality which existed before when
the vast majority of Tibetans were equal because none of them had
any education at all.
The Headmaster, who also told us he was a member of the Communist Party, said he was largely engaged in organisation and administration but he also taught political history to the older children. In
the curriculun~this subject was described as 'moral science'. If the
Headmaster was as poorly informed as Mr. Chiang Tsu-rning, the
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~ e p u t yDirector of the Foreign Affairs Bureau, it certainly wouldn't
be scientific.
AS in all other schools, the Tibetan teachers were either former
lamas or members of noble families. From all accounts Tibetan women
exerciseda doninan t influence in their own homes but in the old society
they could take no part in public affairs which were controlled by a
male
from which they were excluded. For then1 Cornmunis;n is synonymous with sex equality which has given a new interest and importance to their lives.
Yarig Jing Zhuo-ga, who teaches arithmetic and the Tibetan
language at No. I primary, is a petty noblewoman wllose family was
formerly prosperous and she is still better off than most. She is married
to a nobleman whom she has known since childhood and who now
works as a civil servant. She is not a Co~nmunistand takes a pragmatic
view of the new political situation and her own position.
As far as out\;ard observance of religion is ioncerned, she might
be described as a 'Sunday Buddhist', for whom, like the people we saw
at Drepung, and many Christians, visiting shrines on festival and holy
davs has been Part of the familiar oattern of life since she was born. She
is not deeply devout but her attitude to life remains religious. It could
hardly be otherwise. She said that her intelligence, especially since she
had come to know some simple facts of science, rejected belief in the
influence of denlolls on the material universe which she had accepted
as part of the natural order when she was a girl. They weren'tjust
ghosts to her then. They were as physical as Father Christmas, bringing
nightmares instead of presents.
But however consciously free from chlldish fears and superstition
this charming and intelligent woman appeared to be, like the old lama
doctor Ah Wang Chu-Tza, at the traditional hospital, the memories
of evil spirits would probably always echain the winter gales blowing
round her house.
It is impossible for any foreigner to share the feelings of Tibetans
who grew up in a world where a devil in a rock could be more real
than the rock itself. One could only imagine that perhaps the emotional
shocks which some of them must have experienced during the sudden
transformation of their country would be like those of a twelfth-century
European fmding himself miraculously resurrected in France or ~ n g l a n d
todav.
But whatever inner conflicts might have disturbed Yang Jing
Zhuo-ga-and she would also have been less than human if she did not
also sometimes feel nostalgia for her former comforts and security-she
had found a new interest and purpose inlife, more satisfying than the old.
I

I

/

-

L

166

THE TIMELY RAIN

'people in my position,' she said, 'had little to complain about in
the old society. The women in the family supervised domestic arrange..
ments but the work was done by household serfs. We took no part
in public affairs which were conducted entirely by men.
'Our principal interest was dress and social entertainment. ~t waSnpr
until I began to work that I looked back and thought how dull it lnust
have been. When the Hans came and all kinds of social services were
started, women suddenly became very important because they were
needed to help in running them. Some of my friends interested themselves in the mehcal and welfare organisations. Then this school was
opened and I was asked if I would like to teach. I had no qualifications
except that, like my brother and sisters, I could read and write and was
fairly good at arithmetic because my father had seen that we were
taught when we were young, but that was all that was required.
' o f course everyone wasn't unhappy in Tibet under the old system.
AU serfs weren't treated cruelly. My mother wouldn't have allowed
me to treat a servant badly but we took our world for granted. Some
had been reincarnated as serfs and others as nobles like ourselves. It
didn't occur to anyone that there could be any other kind of society.
'Now when I see how intelligent my pupils are, I realise what a
hard and dreary world it would have been for them if there had been
no changes.'
I asked Yang Jing Zhuo-ga if she still believed in reincarnation.
She answered with a smile, 'If I am to be reincarnated, I hope I am
reincarnated as a teacher so that I can go on with this work.'
Like Chinese children, who seem to possess an inborn discipline
which has to be more painfully acquired in the West, Tibetan infants
appear to be almost unnaturally well behaved but this is not through
fear of I~hvsicalretribution if thev misbehave for in Tibet. as in a 1
schools throughout China, corpdral punishment is now forbidden.
Presumably in China filial piety is just a habit formed by the centuriesold custom of respecting one's elders. The Chinese may thank Confucius for inventing good manners. Perhaps Tibetan parents would put
down the tractabhtv of their offi~rine:to the stick and the fear of
devilish torments which were inv:keduwhen they were naughty. At
any rate, one result of both systems of education is that fewer teachers
seem able to teach greater nimbers without difficulty than in the West
where it is said that children cannot be taught effectively in groups of
more than forty. Sixty was the average size of a class in Lhasa. When
we asked one master why there need be so many, he replied that
unfortunately the classroo~sweren't big enough t i hold any more.
Lhasa's No. 3 primary school is for boarders. Many of the pupils
A
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here are orphans of serfs. They continued to live with their owners
when their parents died but when serfdom was abolished they were
honleless. They were free with nowhere to go. The remainder are the
sons and daughters of parents who are both at work in the city or
whosejobs take them away from it during the week. These go to their
own homes at weekends.
The most privileged chldren in all Tibet must be the 368 pupils
of Lhasa's first and only middle, or grammar school, situated in
beautiful peaceful gardens from which the only other budding to be
seen is the Potala Palace.
Certainly Mrs. Wang, who founded it eleven years ago, is one of
the most remarkable headmistresses in the world, She volunteered to
come with her husband who was appointed to be the first Director of
Education. In those days there was-no road into Tibet beyond Kanze
in Szechuan. They came there by car and then started walking, and
occasionally getting lifts on
over 1,000 miles to Lhasa. ~t;ook
them more than three months travelling at an average height of 13,000
feet to cross fourteen of the highest
mountain ranges in the world and
u
twelve great rivers, including the Yangtze, Mekong and Salween,
before they reached the city.
This intrepid woman, who if she had been born in England would
have been in hemand as university college principal, agreed to work
in Tibet for ten years. She and her husband, who now have two
children, told us they can't now think of leaving
- and have decided
to mend the rest of their davs there.
the girls and boys ardboarders and, as everywhere else in China
and Tibet, are taught in mixed classes. Three hundred and twenty are
the children of Tibetans. The parents of a few are government
oficials, but the majority come from poor homes. The forty-eight
Han children who are here are all the sons and daughters of Chinese
officials or professional and technical specialists.
They come at twelve and leave $hen they are eighteen. There is
a staff of fifty teachers. The majority are former lamas and noblemen
and women who instruct the younger pupils. The seniors are taught
most subjects by more highly quaMed Chinese. The curriculum is
almost identical with that of any English grammar school and, as in
other educational establishments in China, there is special emphasis
on science. The senior classes study physics.
We are often asked by European friends who are sceptical of
Chinese advances, how their education compares with our own.
One can only judge this by comparing the knowledge of a Chinese
educated child with a European of his own age. The son of our surgeon
U
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friend Joshua Horn in Peking has attended Chinese schools there since
he was a small boy. He is interested in a scientific career bllt since he
reads, writes and speaks Mandarin as fluently as his Chlnese companions
and is completely at home there, he is faced with a difficlllt c~loic- in
decidng whether to go on to a Chinese ulliversity or take a degreein
~ n ~ l a nRecently
d.
he went to discuss the situation with a science tutor
at Cambridge who, to his surprise, told him he was a year ahead of
any English senior sixth-form boy in physics.'
Mrs. Wang said that some Tibetan chldren seemed to have a
special aptitude for mathematics and, all in all, irrespective of their
backgrounds, were as quick to learn as the quickest chldren she had
ever taught. Those who were able to go on to Chinese universities
would have no difficulty in holdlng their own. The unfortunate Tibetan
boy who went to Rugby and wanted to be a mining engineer but was
forbidden by the priests to make deep holes in the earth, was born a
generation too soon.
'With all the necessary facilities,' said the Headmistress, 'Tibet
could be literate in a generation. But it is going to take a good deal
longer because even if we had the buildings we shouldn't have enough
teachers. W e hope we are training some of thein now. Of course
Tibetans should have their own university in Tibet but it will be many
years before we shall be able to produce enough advanced students to
justify it. The Hans are now predominant in these specialist fields but
if any progress is to be made here, our presence is essential.'
Two beautiful young Tibetan !girls, wearing long silk gowns tied
at the back with broad coloured sashes, brought us buttered tea and
&shes of hot new potatoes which the boys had grown in the school
gardens. A tall young Tibetan who introduced himself as the music
master asked if we liked tsampa. W e told him we had never tasted it,
upon which he hurried off to get some and give us our first lesson in
mixing barley meal with buttered tea and kneading it into balls wit11
the thumb and two fingers. If you pour in too much buttered tea,
the result is a wet adhesive mess which sticks to the hand like glue.
If you pour too little the meal refuses to congeal and is too dry to
swallow.
With the master at our side slowly demonstrating the technique,
we made an edble job of it. Left to his own devices, Koo she-lone
fmished up like a slapstick comedy act, his hands and wrists gloved with
a soggy porridge. The more he tried to remove it, the more evenly he
spread it until his fingers looked as though they were encased in plaster
I.
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of paris. When he tried to wipe the sweat off his forehead with the
back of a hand he smeared more of the terrible mixture on the lenses
of his glasses so that he was half blind. The delighted girls watched
this pantomime for a few moments and then took pity on him. They
came to his rescue with a bowl of cold water and washed him clean.
He never made another attempt and neither did we. Although it was
pleasant and nutritious, otherwise Tibetans couldn't have survived on
it, it was filling rather than palatable. No wonder they preferred meat
when they could get it. Better to sin than to suffer this tasteless diet.
Later a hospital doctor told us that a large proportion of patients were
treated for stomach trouble.
The Headmistress said the boys and girls were developing a taste
for Chinese cooking, not the least of the benefits whch the Hans have
brought to t h s land.' W e would prophesy that as the standard of
Tibetan living rises, the consun~ptionof tsampa will proportionately
decrease until wit11 the gods and demons it is part of a forgotten past,
like .porridge
which Scotsmen surely eat only out of a sense of defiant
.

The Tibetans whose impressions of the old and new world would
have been most interesting were schoolchildren, but there were none
old enough to remember the past before the Chnese came. For some
of the senior pupils the rebellion was a faint, fading c o n h i o n of
noisy, frightening days when they were kept indoors out of danger.
Some of the orphans were the sons and daughters of men killed in the
fighting. But the Chinese were not visiting their rebellious 'sins' on
their children, who would not have understood the bitter irony of
their fathers' deaths in a revolt which, if it had succeeded in freeing
Tibet from the Comnlunist Hans, would have bound their own future
in Tibetan serfdom.
While we drank our buttered tea and finished our tsampa we were
entertained to an illformal concert by the school orchestra, conducted
by the ex-lama master who had taught the children centuries-old folktunes of the country. Girls and boys sang solos and then we went outside into the sun where we filmed a dance troupe. W e found our best
pictures after lessons were over, when we took the children unawares
playing basket-ball, Tibetan draughts and shuttlecocks, which were
the most popular form of entertainment amongst the older pupils.
An enchanting scene was a group of youngsters who were dancing a
pattern of intricate, precisely executed moveinents round a Chinese
teacher playing a gay tune on an accordion. When they tired themselves
I.
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out and flopped on the grass the musician introduced himself as T~~
Chiang Sung.
He told us he taught Mandarin to a class of fortynine thrteen-ycarolds. He had nothing to do with the music department but had taught
himself the accordion to amuse himself in his spare time.
Then he must be quite an expert choreographer to have instructed
the chldren in such an involved form of dance?
'NO,' he said, 'I don't know anything about it. These boys and
girls made up all these movemeilts themselves. They are always adding
to them and leaving some out so if you came again tomorrow they
would not be the same. I'm glad you like it. I think it's much more
interesting than repeating formal steps whch they have learnt by
heart.' In dance form this was the equivalent of in~provisedjazz and it
was just as refreshing and exciting.
When we returned to England an executive of one of the biggest
newspaper organisations in the world looked at some of the photographs we took here and said plaintively, 'They are rather disappointing,
aren't they?'
'Perhaps they are a bit over-exposed here and there,' we said. 'The
light was so intense it was sometimes difficult to judge.'
'Technically,' he replied, 'they are first class. But the children look
so happy. They give such a different impression from the kind of
thing we expected.'

THE MONK'S STORY

We invited some teachers to suppcr. W h l e most of us haven't the
experienced ears of Professor Higgins so that we can place a man a few
miles from his birthplace by his accent, the tones of a Marxist student
are unmistakable if he speaks in a whsper. There could be no mistake
about the political convictions of Mr. Chang Tsu-nling. When he
spoke of politics and history, the Panchen Lama talked like a gramophone record which he could probably have intoned backwards without stumbling over a word. But none of these teachers, nor any other
Tibetans we met, spoke jargon.
So, Chuen Tse didn't tell us that he had become a teacher because
he had revolted against the oppression of the ~ e o p l ewhch was represented by the feudal ecclesiastical power of Drep~mgwhere he was
formerly a lama. He hadn't entered the monastery with a religious
vocation onlv to discover when the Communists 'liberated' h m that
the ~ u d d h i s kof Lamaism was a primitive superstition. He had been
bored with the life of a monk from the time his parents made him
one.
He said he didn't need any Chinese or Tibetan to tell him that
the claims of most of his superiors to spiritual superiority were a fiction.
He had lived with them and the humblest monk knew that 300 Living
Buddhas of Drepung weren't incarnations of ~erfectspirits. They or
their parents had paid for their Living Buddhashps and Chuen Tse
was surprised that everyone &dn't understand this, although it would
have been indiscreet for anyone to say so ~ublicly.To accuse a personally obnoxious Incarnation of purchasing his holiness would invite
a flogging. This young man was most astonished when we referred to
monks exploiting the people.
'Yes,' he said, 'it's true that the monasteries lived on the work of
their serfs and the
of the people. But you are mistaken if you
tM that all monks lived rich idle lives. Also you shouldn't imagixle
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that all h g h lamas were dishonest men. Some were truly holy. ~~t a
great many monks were as poor as the poorest Peasants themselves and
worked as hard to keep themselves alive.
'The poorcr were in fact usually fed by the tnonastcry for only
three months of the ycar. For the rest they were given food by their
families. If this wasn't enough they worked as farm labourers or pedlars
in the towns and villages. During the first month of the year when the
Great Praycr Festival was held, they had a better chance than at other
times of receiving or exacting alms from the people. The most fortunate
w o d d find landlords for whom they would perfor111 religious services,
~n return for these and for work on the land they received shelter and
keep.
'When living in the monasteries, monks spent their mornings in
the chanting house, reciting prayers, and learned the Tibetan language in the afternoons. When they could read and write they studied the
Scriptures. Flogging was the usual punishment for failure to pay
attention to lessons. Out of 7,000 monks at Drepung, the majority
were almost illiterate. There were about 500 rich lamas. Some of them
had their own estates and owned serfs who worked them. Some of the
more prosperous had their own houses in the monastery and their own
staffs of monk servants. Noblemen who became lamas lived as comfortably at Drepung as did their families at home. For them, as for
many others, religion was a profession. The monasteries also ran
prosperous trading companies which did business with China, India and
other countries.'
Did Chuen Tse believe that the Dalai Lama was a god?
'We were told that he was,' he replied. 'I remember a Ge Shi [a
middle scholar] who taught me the Scriptures, once saying, "Since the
Dalai Lama knows all, we can ask him how many people are in a room
before he enters it and he will give us the correct answer," but I never
heard that the Dalai Lama or anv other Illcarnation was ever asked such
a question and I don't think f e v e r really believed he could possess
such powers. But then I was never a very religious person. When I
was young I prayed to the gods because I was afraid of devils and
demons. But, looking back, I think that, like other chldren, I only
believed in them with my imagination but not really with my mind.'
W e had heard that homosexuality was encouraged in monasteries
to preserve chastity. Was that true?
Chuen Tse said it was generally accepted; this had also provoked
trouble through jealousy between rivals. 13e had heard that on one
occasion it had led to murder in Drepung.
Discipline was maintained in the monasteries by 'Iron Bar', or

Police lamas who also bought their positions for which there was great

so that they occupied them for only limited periods after
which they made way for others. Besides carrying heavy bars with
which they beat monks who offended them, they also used thick
leather whips, and monks had been known to die from the injuries
inflictedby them. During the Great Prayer in Lhasa the entire city was
in the charge of 'Iron Bars' and woe betide any who came into con&ct
with them.
Chuen Tse's grandmother had also been told that the solhers of
the Chinese Communist Army might eat her. Although the government
hadn't then decreed that monks could continue the religious life or
abandon it, he left Drepung in 1957 and married because he believed
the authorities wouldn't dare to take action against l i m if he appealed
to the Chinese for protection. In fact hls departure was ignored.
~t was not surprising that our other guests who were all formerly
monks of Drepung or Sera-Tue Ji Zhan Tui, and Giangba Tan Tapreferred their lives as teachers and family men-they were all married
with chlldren-if their lives in the monasteries were as dull and uneventful as they had described. And we had no reason to doubt them
for we could still see monks living in the same way at any lamaserie
in Tibet.
And whenever we visited them and learned from them the nature of
their way of life and the world they had made, we could tlink of no
words whlch more accurately described it than those of Aldous
Huxley who had never been there.
'In moments of complete despair,' he wrote, 'when it seems tlmt
a11 is for the worst in the worst of all possible worlds, it is cheering to
discover that there are places where stupidity reigns even more despotically than in Western Europe, where civilisation is based on
principles even more fantastically unreasonable. . . . The spectacle of an
ancient and elaborate civilisation of which almost no detail is not
entirely idiotic is in the hlghest degree comforting and refresling. It
fills us with hopes of the ultimate success of our own civilisation; it
restores oui wavering self-satisfaction in being citizens of industrial
Europe. Compared with Tibet, we are prodigious. Let us cherish the
comparison."
Huxley's informant was a Japanese monk, Kawaguchi, who spent
three years in Tibet in the early days of this century.
We did not have to suspect our former lama visitors of being
treacherous apostates or victims of Communist subversion when they
I.
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deplored their past and welcomed their present condition. More thvl
fifty years ago, Kawaguchi had used stronger language about this
spiritual kingdom than Chnese Communists would consider polite,
He learned Tibetan and walked from the Himalayas to Lhasa where
he hoped to find an enlightenment imrevealed to those living beneath
the roof of the world. He pretended to be a Chinese, and in the three
years he stayed there came to know the Dalai Lama and the ecclesiastical
and lay nobility. He also made friends with the lowliest. When he
came away the best he could say of them was that:
'The Tibetans are characterired by four serious defects, these being:
filthiness, superstition, unnatural customs (such as polyandry) and
unnatural art. I should be sorely perplexed if I were asked to name
their redeeming points.'
He then listed the latter as the fine climate in the vicinity of Lhasa
and Shigatse, their sonorous and refreshing voices in reading scripture,
the aninlated style of the catechisms and ancient art.
Communist philosophy would have been anathema to the Japanese
monk, but he wouldn't have been at all surprised by the views of the
new schoolteachers. He would have been more likely to have suspected
that they weren't Tibetans at all but Chinese impostors brought to
school to deceive us, for these lively minded young men bore no
resemblance to the inhabitants of the monasteries he had known.
If, as Chuen Tse had said, religion was a profession, it was also
an immensely profitable business. Drepung was the biggest landlord
in the world. It owned 189 manors and tg,ooo peasant serfs, as well a,
300 great pastures and 16,000 herdsmen. But the vast ~ i e l din grains
meat and wool, which serfs paid as rent for their holdings, was not
enough.

L O S E R PAYS ALL

There was a saying in Tibet that there were as many taxes as hairs on a
yak. A complete list would fd several pages of t h s book. You were
taxed on getting married and on the birth of each child. When you died
your chldren paid another for your departure from the world. A
woman who plaited her hair in two braids paid tribute for the second.
A man paid for wearing an ear-ring. If you hung a prayer flag over your
cottage it must be blessed by a priest who demanded a fee for the service
and if you put one up unblessed, you could be fined. The sacred
Scriptures weren't free either, and those who could read them weren't
allowed to do so until they had paid for the privilege. As if going six
miles round the Lingkor on your hands and knees to expiate your sins
didn't tax your strength enough, a tax was due for that holy exercise
as well. Piety must be paid for on all occasions. Parents paid a special
tax to a monastery when a boy was entered as a monk and if permission
was granted for him to leave, another was demanded before he could
go. You paid taxes for wearing new clothes, owning a flower pot or
putting a bell on an animal.
Even the weather wasn't to be had for nothing. You could be
taxed for the sunshine which fell on you and the crops; and for rain,
snow, wind and hail. But if you ~lanteda tree in your yard you
couldn't escape the sunshine tax by sitting in the shade-you paid for
the protection of the tree as well.
If you were sent to prison that wasn't punishment enough. You
paid a tax for losing your freedom and another when you came out for
regaining it. If you were sentenced to be mutilated you were taxed
according to the severity of torture-so much for one eye gouged out,
more for the loss of two eyes. If YOU couldn't get a job or were workshy and became a beggar you paid for your idleness. 1f you wanted to
go to another town or village where you might find work you paid a
passage tax.
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were taxed for keeping a dog (which might also explain why
the towns were plagued by stray animals), a cat, horse, sheep, donkey
or chickens.
You couldn't enjoy a religious festival tax free. You paid for
singing, dancing, chanting, drumming, drillking and ringing a bell,
We
there were about eighty special religious taxes but we
never did get round to writing them all down.
These were all personal matters. But there were still payments
to be made for those who had levied the taxes. You contributed to
the food expenses of the county officials,and if they decided to hold 1
banquet, you paid your share of that as well. One of the most resented
taxes was the enforced provision of animals and drivers for officials
travelling from one district to another. Compared with the monastic
tycoons of Tibet, who made an art of extortion, the Mafia are clumsy
amateurs. They didn't miss a trick. When grain was dstributed the
serfs' share was short measured so that they were fortunate if they
received more than 40 per cent of their due.
And when their pastors had emptied their pockets, they lent
them enough to keep them alive and charged a minimum of
t o per cent interest on the loans. The maximum might be SO per
cent. A fourth of the income of Drepung was 'earned' by this
usury.
The monk financiers were endlessly resourceful. A traveller from
the city might envy the life of herdsmen caring for the flocks on the
wide open grasslands beneath the splendid snow mountains. But they
too were hobbled with debt from w h c h they were not permitted to
escape if their monastic or lay lords could help it. Yak and sheep were
leased to them in return for specified quantities of butter and wool
each vear. These animals were usuallv old and unproductive and if
they died before they could yield the $001 and butter rent, it was still
demanded by the priest proprietors. A variation of t h s arrangement
was that a borrower must pav rent to the owners in the form of lambs
or calves which were bredAfrbmthe leased stock. If the ewes or cow
were barren, or if they or their young died, the borrower was still
liable for payment. But if he couldn't meet his obligations, what
then? The monastery financiers took that possibility into account. The
debtor paid with all he had left which was his limited freedom as a
serf. H; became a slave for as long as the monastery demanded.
Sometimes this was for the rest of his life.
There was no business with w h c h the monastic counting houses
weren't concerned. They were as skilled in retail trading as in wholesale exploitation. The Chinese sold black brick tea to Tibet at a profit
YOU
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but the travelling salesmen of Drepung, Sera, Gaden and all the other
companies made a bigger one by re-selling it.
One of the best jobs in Tibet was that of a monastic inspector
who visited the ecclesiastic properties. These officials paid heavy
to their superiors for their appointments. They went round
the estates like mobile grocery shops, stocked with goods whch tenants
were compelled to buy at black-market prices because they couldn't
get them from anyone else. So they would be offered tea, tobacco or
snuff in return for butter worth twenty or thrty times more.
It has been said that serfs were also compelled to supply lamas and
monks with women for their pleasure but perhaps one must allow for
some Commullist prejudice in these stories. Rape is one of the most
popular of all propaganda weapons. Lamas who went with one
monastery inspector to visit Dreyung estates told Chinese Cominunist
officials that at one place all the women in sixty families had been
violated by him and his retinue of monks. But apparently they didn't
say how many men had been concerned in this horrific, not to say
formidable, sexual achievement. Their spontaneous potency sounds
too much like the exaggeration with whlch Tibetans delight to embellish thcir stories, and in the absence of evidence by the women it
isn't necessary to believe it to be convinced that monastic inspectors
didn't treat their serf tenants courteously.
Tibetans are also very ready to tell listeners what they think they
would like to hear. They regard this as a part of good manners and
certainly Clinese Communists are not loath to believe the worst of
lamas and monks of whom, for good reasons, they have a poor opinion.
But this kind of mass atrocity is as likely as tales of the slaughter and
torture of tens of thousands of Tibetans which refugees found it
necessary to tell to people in India whose sympathy they required, and
who they rightly thought would welcome horror if it was told against
the Chmese.
We had an amusing experience of the Tibetans' wihngness to be
helpful to visitors when we suggested we should like to see people
who were said to have been mutilated on the orders of lay and
ecclesiastical lords.
We spent half a morning visiting various houses in Lhasa where
we were introduced to people said to have been injured by their serfowners or cruel landlords. One had a twisted leg but he could
have broken it falling downstairs. Another had a finger missing, but
he could have chopped it off cutting wood. A third looked a bit bent
and battered but we had seen many old ~ n g l i s hfolk worse crippled
with arthritis. When we said politely that they weren't really bad
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enough to be filmed or photographed, our guide cheerfully agreed
that they could be worse. He knew we weren't impressed and
attempt to convince us. He thought we wanted to see some beastliness
and he had done his best to produce it. When we did meet Txreh
Wang Tuei, the herdsman who had been blinded for stealing sheep,
we &dn't need a Chinese or Tibetan Communist public-relations man
to persuade us that he had been tortured. His injuries weren't of the
kind to be inflicted accidentally.
The truth about Tibet was dramatic enough, told by people with
no political axes to grind.

WITHIN THE ROSE FENCE

At Sera (Rose Fence), the second biggest monastery in the world, we
found the most underprivileged of all Tibetans. No government in
the world could provide education for everyone in this twelfthcentury country withn a few years. It would have been a considerable
achievement to put 20 per cent of the child population into schools.
The new administration had succeeded in making some kind of
instruction possible for nearly 50 per cent, even if this was only in
the three Rs.
We were greeted by the Abbot and his senior assistants, dressed in
fine quality gowns with the usual sumptuous gold embroidered
undercoats and splendid boots. On our way to their apartments we
passed through a great courtyard. Beside a stone furnace in a wall used
for burning prayers to the gods were three small boys. As we approached
they turned to run and then seeing their way of escape barred by a
group of elderly lamas who had gathered to watch us pass by, stood
frozen in their tracks like frightened scarecrows. Their bodies were
barely covered by strips of filthy brown rags. Their feet were black
with encrusted dirt but when we smiled at them they grinned back,
displaying even white teeth. As we ~uffedour way up a steep stony
inche to the Abbot's house we turned to take another look at them
and caught one mimicking us by blowing out his cheeks and making
grunting noises. An old lama petended to go for him and he fled over
the wall with a whoop followed by his two companions.
We asked the Abbot. 'To whom do they belong?'
'Have you not seen boy lamas before?' he replied. 'They belong
here.'
There were IIO of these children at Sera. The youngest was nine
and the oldest-the lad who had mimicked us-was thirteen. Twentyfive had come since the rebellion of 1959 and the social and religious
reform. They were studying to be priests. Some had been given by
I79
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their parents and others who were orphans had been offered byrelatives,
The Abbot said they were being taught to read and write theTibetan
language and the Scriptures-that was all. This was the usual instruction given in monasteries.
Was flogging forbidden for these boy lamas? One of the assistants
who explained that he was the chairman of the democratic reform
committee interrupted to say that although the religious life of Sera
continued as before, the behaviour of the comnlunity was in accordance
with the civil law of the country. No physical punishment was
in any circumstances.
p id we imagine we caught a faint gleam of disapproval for newfangled notions of religious discipline in the eyes of the Abbot? id he
welcome the new ways?
'I was used to the old ones,' he said, 'but the new ones work quite
well.' He had come to Sera when he was seven years old and he had
always been flogged when he was naughty.
A psychiatrist might conclude that in these celibate communities
the use of whips and sticks provided a vicarious sexual satisfaction.
When we asked the Abbot why flogging seemed to be so popular, even
for trivial offences when verbal admonition might have done just as
well, he replied blandly, 'It was the lama's privilege.' Compared with
the opulent appearance of the Abbot and his colleagues, the boy novices
were destitute beggars. While religious freedom had been proclaimed
for everyone, the only Tibetans who were bo~mdto the monastic life,
whether they liked it or not, were these children. We suggested that
although they were doubtless receiving proper religious education
they might perhaps be more suitably clothed. Couldn't the monastery
provide them with decent gowns and shoes?
The Abbot smiled at our concern: 'You know what boys are,' he
said, 'if they wore their best clothes every day they would ruin them.'
The best that could be said for this answer was that the Abbot badn't
dressed the boys in their party best to show us how different things were
since the monastery had been reformed, but the more likely explanation
was the obvious one-there weren't any better clothes for them to wear
than the rags in which we found them.
Sera was the great military monastery of Tibet. In Lhasa the ~ 0 1 1
City F. Spencer Chapman wrote: 'Drepung, containing a larger proportion of Mongolians, Kaltnuks and other aliens, has a reputation
for being pro-Chinese, while Sera has a more patriotic record'-a
curious statement in view of the fact that Chinese Emperors, who feared
the political power of Drepung above all other monastic corporatiom,
limited the population to 7,700 monks by special edict.
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we didn't have to ask the Abbot if it was true, as the D&i Lama
wrote from hearsay, that the Chinese had subjected his monastery to
'uselesswanton devastation' during the 1959 rebellion. Any major
damage to these ancient walls would have been impossible to conceal
with ';epairs. We found no signs of a fierce or @olonged battle in
which Communist artillery battered the monk defenders into surrender.
The Abbot would not be here now if he had taken part in the
fightingbut he was at Sera during the uprising.
'I think,' he said, 'that the ecclesiastical leaders and nobhty-though
not all of them-could not face the fact that their authority would have
to be surrendered eventually. The Peking Government had given
them time to introduce reforms. They chose to believe that the people
would side with them in defeating the Communists.
'There had always been arms a t Sera but not enough to oppose a
modern armv. More rifles and ammunition were brought from the
stores in the ~ o t a l along before the revolt in March 1959,F;b although it
was said that the Chnese had begun the attacks, it looked to some of us
as ifit was going to be the other way about. Many of us told those who
tried to persuade us to take part that, whatever their feehgs, it was
hopeless to tlink trained soldiers could be defeated and since they had
not interfered with us we could see no reason for provoking trouble.
The leaders of the revolt in Sera persuaded many of our community
to join them by telling them we could destroy the enemy by magic.
'There is a grindstone here which was used in rituals for grinding
out evil spirits. Some of the rebel monks mixed red powder with water
and put it in the machine. When the dyed liquid ran out they said,
This is the blood of our enemies and this is how we shall destroy them."
'In fact there wasn't much shooting. As the solders came across
the plain and approached the walls, some monks fired at them with
rifles. Chinese officersused megaphones to shout to them to surrender
because resistance was useless and if they had to attack the monastery
with big guns great damage would be caused for no purpose. They sent
two or three shells over the roofs and they exploded in the hlll behind
us. When they heard the explosions and realised how hopeless it would
be to continue, the rebellious monks gave in. I believe a few hid
themselves in alleyways and buildings and went on sniping. several
were killed and others wounded but in a few hours everything was
peaceful again.'
ASat Drepung and all other religious houses which took part in the
insurrection, the cash of Sera in gold and silver was confiscated. The
monastic lands were taken over by the government excepting those
required for the support of the community. No religious furniture was
A
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removed and if one had not known that the vast majority of monk
had left when, like all other lamaseries, Sera was disestablished, one
would not have known from external observation that any changeb d
taken place.
w e later asked the Tibetan Deputy Secretary General of the
provisional Government and second-in-command to Apei about the
bov lamas.
"I am a Communist,' he said, 'so you will not expect me to be in
sympathy with religious practices in which I no longer believe. ~~t
I was brought up as a devout Buddhist. Until long after I was adolescent
I didn't question any of the religious beliefs which I was taught. I
accepted them implicitly. That is why I know it is impossible to abolish
religion by force. The boy lamas at Sera and other monasteries are a
proof that we aren't trying to do so.
'When the governnlent decreed after the rebellion that monks
should be free to continue or renounce the monastic life, none could
object to that because no one could argue that a man should be a priest
against his will. The people might have been surprised that so many
decided to leave. They might regret that they weren't so devout and
devoted as they had imagined but they were grown up and their
decision was their own affair. No one had compelled them to make it.
But if the government had removed all the boy lamas, then the people
6'
t s really out to
would surely have said, Now the C o m m ~ ~ i s are
destroy our religion because they are making certain that when all the
older ones are dead there will be no more lamas." So it is true that
while freedom of religion has been decreed for everyone, the oilly
Tibetans who remained bound to the monastic life are these children.
But this is an inescapable ddemma if you do what we have been trying
to do in Tibet since 195I. I can tell you that when the People's Liberation
Army first came here the serfs who were told they had come to bring
freedom were surprised that they weren't made free. Instead, for eight
years they remained in serfdom. The nobles kept all their lands and
riches and so did all the monasteries. There was no revolution. The
Peking Goveriiment took over the defences of the country and the
foreign policy-there was no dispute about that. They also built
hospitals and started schools. They tried to persuade landlords to reduce
interest on loans and the government to reform taxation. They hoped
that the feudal system would be transfornled
and a direct
clash with the aristocracy avoided. But the ecclesiastical and lay lords
just couldn't surrender their power voluntarily. This has been broken
but religion remains and it d remain as long as there are people
who believe in it. I personally doubt if a majority of the boy lamas
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in the monasteries when they grow up. There wdl undoubtedly
be maly who will continue to have a genuine devotion to the religious
life, but I hope I am not being cynical when I say that 1 rhink others
willbe lllore attracted to bicycle wheels than prayer wheels when
they can choose between them.'
We asked, 'When will they be able to choose?'
'At eighteen they can do as they please.' He promised that he would
go to the monastery himself to see that the boys were better clothed.
When we related this experience to Foreign Mmister Chen Yi in
Peking, he asked, 'What would you have done about the novices?'
We said that since they had been put in Sera without being asked
if they wanted to be there or not, we should have given them the
chance of going to ordinary schools. Chen Yi laughed. 'You are not
Communists,' he said, 'but in that case you would be more revolutionary than I.'

HOLIDAY IN J E W E L PARK

According to the Dalai Lama, on 20th March 1959, forty-eight hours
after he fled from Lhasa, the Chmese Communist Army shelled the
Norbulingka all day and then turned their artillery on the city, the
Potala, the Jokhan Temple and ileighbouring monasteries. Thousands
of bodies were seen inside and outside the Jewel Park. Some of the
main buildings and all others were damaged except one chapel. BY
the end of this day, when the Norbulingka was a smoking ruin full of
dead, the Chinese entered it, and that evening they were seen going
fiom corpse to corpse exanlining the faces, apparently to see if they had
killed the god-king. When they discovered that he was not there,
alive or dead, they continued to shell the city and monasteries and
mercilessly slaughtered thousands of Tibetans armed only with sticks
and knives and a few short-range weapons.
On 2nd October 1962, when the anniversary of the People's
Republic of China was celebrated in Tibet with a public holiday, the
Norbulingka was thrown open to all the citizens. Thousands of men,
women and children in gay-coloured clothes were wandering about
among flower-beds filled with dahlias and vivid blooms as big as the
hats, trimmed with fur and gilt braid whch some of them were
wearing. The gold roofs of palaces burned against a flawless sky above
the mountains etched into the horizons. Little dogs, like those which
lie on marble tombs in English churches at the feet of their lords and
lades, trotted at the heels of their Tibetan masters and mistresses who
wouldn't have looked amiss in Chpping Campden high street 600
years ago. In a row of stone cages in the shade of a wall, black bears,
which had been the pets of the Dalai Lama, hung with razor-sharp
claws on the iron bars hungrily watching picnic parties eating their
lunches and grunting urgent appeals for a share.
A group of shabby, down-at-heel, shaven-headed monks who had
come out of their dark cloisters to enjoy a day in the sun, sat by the edge
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of a wooden stage on which, beneath an enormous canopy slung
between tall trees, a troupe of beautiful girls and handsome young
men were performing folk-dances. Suddenly the crowd standing near
them swayed apart, dividing into two lanes, malung way for five
figh Lamas splendidly attired in russet, gold and silver. Between them
ms a small, chubby faced boy of eight or ten, even more maghcently
dressed, who strutted over the grass like a bantam cock in white thicksoled boots decorated with embroidered birds and flowers. They stayed
for a few moments watching the performance and then departed by
the way they had come without looking to right or left. They appeared
to be unaware of our existence. A spectator told us the boy was a
Living Buddha who had come to the Holy City on a pilgrimage from
his monastery on the borders of Mongolia.
In other parts of the gardens, orchestras were playing traditional
music and on a wide lawn before a house which had been occupied
by the Thrteenth Incarnation, a great audience was enjoying a Peking
opera.
The Dalai Lama has written a poignant description of his last
hours in Chensel Phodrang, his favourite palace in the Norbulingka.
Disguised as a Tibetan soldier and with a rifle slung over hls shoulder,
he made h s way through the darkness to the ~ i v e ; ~ ~whch
i , he and
his party crossed in coracles. O n the other side, horQeswere waiting
to carry them on their long journey over the mountains to I d a . His
mother and sister were disguised as men.
It was in the gardens of the Jewel Park that the peasant boy from
the poor village in Chinghai who had become the 'divine' ruler of
his iountrv h d went his YhaDaiest hours. Perhaps those who told him
that t h s fovelv s'anctuarv t;ah been blasted b; Chinese Communist
guns into a graveyard foiall his people he had left behmd there, hoped
this would convince him he had escaped death or capture by leaving
the city. Perhaps they thought he might find exile unbearable unless he
could be persuaded to believe that unimaginable horror was being
inflicted on his countrymen and that his flight was necessary so that he
would be preserved to regain Tibet from its pitiless conquerors.
Children were playing on the steps of Chensel Phodrang when we
visited it. If the Dalai Lama returned to his lovely home today he would
find it as he left it five years ago. His private apartments, like the rest
of the buil&ng, are in meticulous order. His bed is made UP. His
personal possessions remain untouched by any but those who are taking
care of them. A butter lamp burns ~erpetuallybefore his photograph.
His clock remains stopped at the time where it ran down soon after h.1~
departure. N o visitors are
to sit on his furniture or handle
I
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anything which belonged to him. With a shocked expression one of
the monk attendants ordered a Chnese driver who was carrying our
heavy camera gear and rested for a moment on a couch, to get up
at once.
We were told that windows were broken duting brief fighting
when some Tibetan rebels tried to hold the palace as a fortress from
which they fired on anyone who approached it, and there were bullet
marks in the outside walls. There were no signs of serious damage,
A photograph which we took of the exterior is indistinguishable froln
that published on page 70 of the Dalai Lama's autobiography and
might have been taken on the same day.
W e asked a gardener, 'Was it rebuilt?' He didn't understand what
we were talkingabout. W e explained we had been told that the palace
was destroyed in 1959. He shook h s head and smiled, describing the
shape of the fagade with his hands. 'You can see for you~self,'he said.
Where walls are not decorated with murals, they are covered with
painted wooden panels and some are lined with- delicately carved
gilt-framed glass cases containing Buddhas and fragile religious vessels.
It would have taken master craftsmen years to have reconstructed them
and to have matched new paint and painted wood so that it was
indistinguishable from the old.
The Dalai Lama's bed, ornately decorated and gilded, with a richly
painted canopy, was in fact a b&k so short that% would have been
impossible f&'a normal-sized man to stretch himself full length in it.
~ h ' only
e pieces of modern furniture in the palace were a bath, Aported
from a well-known Endish
firm. which stood alone in another small
u
room with a water closet. The W.C. waste was connected up but
there were no pipes attached to the bath.
Visitors are allowed to see the more public rooms in the palace
only on festival days and then the carpets are rolled up. None, excepting
authorised officials, are permitted to enter the private apartments and
we were the first to photograph them.
W e asked the senior lama in charge of them if he expected the
Ddai Lama to return. He looked sadly round the private sitting-room
and replied: 'I t h k it was wrong for them to take him away, for no
one else may live here. Nothing is changed so if he comes back he
find we are keeping it for him as he would wish.' Then he asked, 'Do
YOU know him, sir?' We told him we had not been to see him at his
new home in India. 'Then if you do,' said the Lama, 'you can tell him
that when he wishes to come back, we shall be ready to receive him*'
W e said we were sorry if he felt that we had intruded on his
master's privacy and we understood that if he had been there we should
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not have been aI.lowed to see where he lived. The Lama glanced
our Chinese coinpanion and said, 'He would not object to your
coming.' His eyes as plaildy said that the invitation would not have
to Chinese visitors. After we had taken many hotographc he
invited us to sit down. When we asked h m to sit besi e us he politely
declined saying, 'I should not feel comfortable.' For h m the room was
still fded with the presence of the Dalai Lama, whose portrait looked
down on us in the fight of the butter lamp which his faithful attendant
kept burning.
In a quiet part of the Norbulingka gardens and approached by a
footbridge over a charming ornamental lake is the god-king's private
summer house. Ducks, which he feared the Communist soldiers would
eat. still swim in the clear water in which masses of vivid blooms
sunounding the banks and adorning the terrace and windows, are
reflected. Our lunch had been sent up from the guest house and, to our
embarrassment, had been laid out on tables in the exquisite little house
whose wide open doors looked out on to the terrace.&wewere thankful to shelter lrom the hot sun and rest on cushioned benches but we
were disconcerted by the appearance of men and women who stood
at the foot of the s;eps m & n g deep obeisance towards us, muttered
prayers,
spun their prayer wheels and ran their rosaries through their
"

B

0

Our hosts who had arranged this alfresco meal for our convenience
had obviously no intention of giving offence and perhaps none was
taken by the Tibetans who came to bow to the Presence in whose
place we were sitting. But for the first time we felt like arrogant
usurping conquerors who had no right to be there.
When we returned to Peking we told Chen Yi that some older
pious folk might be deeply offended by such a casual, if unintended,
disregard of their feelings for the sanctity of this place. W e suggested
that in future guests should be entertained more discreetly. W e should
have been quite happy to eat on the grass in the shade of a tree. W e
enjoyed our tea in the privacy of another of the Incarnation's palaces.
All the other palaces of his previous borGes in the Norbuhgka remain
intact. Some were being redecorated when we were there. Each bore a
golden wheel of life ovYer the entrance and the roofs were resplendent
with symbols which had been regilded. One had been converted into a
museum filled with priceless treasures and unique Tibetan curios which
had belonged to the Dalai Lamas. These were &splayed in newly made
glass cases. A special request had to be telephoned to the Minister who
was responsible for them, before one object was allowed to be removed
so that we could photograph it. The museum o&cials explained that
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for any of them to be damaged would be disastrous, for they were
irreplaceable.
~ uif twe were disconcerted by the people who came to bow before
us at the summer house, Roma was entirely confused by the attentions
of little boys and girls and men, who followed us with excited curiosity
when we walked through the gardens. Until now she had worn slacks,
which were more convenient for climbing up and down the steep
steps and narrow stairs of monasteries and travelling round the
countryside. But when she saw this was going to be a blazing hot day,
she had put on a thin skirt to keep cool. Obviously some Tibetan males
had never seen female legs before, those of their own women and girls
being covered to the ankles, and Roma's caused a sensation. They were
transfixed by her 'nakedi~ess', so that as they walked alongside us,
staring at her nylon-clad legs, they bumped into people approaching
from the opposite direction. Then one small boy, more daling than
the rest and overcoine by curiosity, darted forward, flicked her skirt
up to the knee and tried to pop his head underneath to see what was
beyond it. T h s was the signal for more timid cotnpanions to see what
they could chscover. Roina was brought to a standstill, holding
her clothes tightly about her until Koo She-lone, assisted by a sturdy
Tibetan matron, came to her rescue and shooed away her innocent
tormentors, who, unabashed, continued to study her fascinating
anatomy from a &stance.

T O M B AT THE TOP

After four weeks living at 12,000 to 13,ooo feet we were ready for
the 400-foot assault on the Potala, a few minutes stroll at sea-level,
an exhausting climb in Lhasa. There is a steep dirt road at the back
of the palace over which cars can travel nearly to the top but the soft
edge had been washed away by rain and we had to walk. Even now,
fairly well acclimatised to the altitude, we had to rest every hundred
yards and when we reached the gate at the entrance to the first courtyard, we sat down for five minutes before making the last steep ascent
up precipitous narrow stone stairways and almost vertical wooden
ladders to the top. From the Dalai Lama's promenade we overlooked
the city lying like a doll's village in the wide valley 6,000 feet below
the surrounding: snow-peaked mountains which for centuries were
the rim of the Gorld tdmost of the inhabitants.
Presumably Tibetans don't suffer from vertigo for there was no
wall or guard rail between the edge of the terrace and the hamlet of
Sho, which was immediately below us, so that if we had slipped over
the edge we should have fallen straight into the middle of its roofs.
The golden pinnacles of the Jokhan and ~ a m o c h etemples and
blue-green tiles of the Turquoise Bridge in the middle distance flashed
in the sun but in this incomparable landscape these were the only outstanding buil&ngs amongst the drab mud-coloured flat-roofed houses
which from this height gave Lhasa the appearance of a pioneer shanty
town in the American West. Apart from the large new concrete
theatre and government offices, the city's architecture has remained
almost unchanged since Thomas Manning described it 150 years ago.
He found nothng strilung or pleasing. Everything to him seemed mean
and gloomy
and even the mirth of the inhabitants appeared dreamy
and ghostly.
Manning was a martyr to indigestion, and ~ h ~ s i c discomfort
al
obviously soured his pleasure at being the first ~ n ~ l i s h m aton see the

190

THE TIMELY RAIN

Holy City so that he remembered only overcast and rainy days.Otherwise his description of Lhasa as gloomy is inexplicable, for when the
sun shines here, more brilliantly than anywhere else in the world, it is
a paradise of colour and light.
All the same, his impressions were probably closer to those ot
Tibetans themselves than those of more romantic travellers who perceived an attractive quality in their lives, of which he was unaware,
Looking on this scene from the summit of the Potala we thought
how strange it was that different eyes could receive such diverK
images of the same places and people. Alan Winnington, the
lnunist journalist, was so carried away by the view that he wrote that
if he had to select one with which to spend the rest of his life it would
be this. For Landon, Lhasa was a dirty, petty place. The common
~ e o p l edid not wash, their houses were by our standards filtlly and
they lived in a state ofserfdom, 'but what delightful folk nevertheless'.
On the whole, Chapman decided that although the administration
of Lhasa-which had been ruled by the ecclesiastical Lords from this
palace-was coriupt, it was efficient. It is perhaps understandable that
at these altitudes, visitors sbould be given to dizzy speculations but
we were unable to follow the Secretary to the Head of the British
Mission to his conclusions.
In whose interests was corruption efficient?
The people, he said, were used to a certain amount of extortions
but if the traditional limit was exceeded, their natural independence
asserted itself and there was trouble. There was an appeal to a higher
authority and the rapacious official was punished. Chapman did not
tell us what was the tradtional limit of extortion nor how serfs could
assert independence which as serfs they did not possess.
Tibet, he observed, was in the position of European countries
in the Middle Ages and added gratuitously that this was a position
which in many ways 'we' were bound nowadays to envy. Tibet, he
acknowledged, was run by the monasteries and noble families. But
there was no unemployment, no underlying feeling of insecurity and,
except for those who chose begging as a ~rofession,no real poverty.
Unemployment could hardly be a problem in a society where if2
man ran away from work he was dragged back to it by the man who
owned him. There could hardly be any sense of insecurity in the secure
bondage of serfdom by which one was ~rotectedfrom the hazards
of freedom.
There could be no more appropriate place for reading chapman's
book than in these surroundings, but as we compared his descriptions
with what we were now seeing, we could not imagine what he found
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half the population
lived
parasitically on the working laymen, who had little hope of
.
us bound to envy in a system in which, he said,

salvation.
We found him more incomprehensible when we returned to England and the film we had made in Tibet was shown on television. Mr.
Chapman did not see it but on the hearsay of friends who did, objected'
to our 'suggestion' that the Chinese had brought benefits to the
Tibetans. These, of course, included medical services and schools
which our cameras had not suggested but photographed. We referred
Mr. Chapman to himself by repeating his own descriptions of monastic
parasites and a corrupt social system. He complained that in all justice
we could not refute his present views, that a sturdy, cheerful, selfreliant nation living at peace with its neighbours was now oppressed
and denied the right to democratic government (which had never existed
in the cowntry),z by quoting his words of more than a quarter of a
century ago. One had only to look at Hitler's Germany to see how
much a country could change in very much less than twenty-five
years.
He could hardly have chosen a more unfortunate colnparisoll for
before Germany was changed six million Jewish men, women and
children were gassed and tortured to death, and the most frightful war
in history, in which millions of others perished, had to be fought to
defeat the Nazi tyranny whose leaders committed suicide or were executed or imprisoned for their crimes against humanity.
A hundred and forty-five years after Manning wrote of the conditions in which he found the Tibetans. Mr. Chapman found their
surroundings the same. But he assumed ;hat in the;wenty-five years
between his own departure from Lhasa and our arrival, the parasitic
serf-owning clergy and nobility were transforming their medieval
society into a modem democracy under the leadershp ofan 'enlightened
and cultured' Dalai Lama whose programme of reform (of which no
one in Lhasa had ever heard before i951)3 would have been carried out
but for the obstruction of the Chinese. Indeed it was impossible for
the Chinese to have obstructed any reforms proposed by the Dalai
Lama, for when they arrived he was a minor and had no ~oliticalor
executive authority..
When he first left Lhasa for Yatung in face of the Chinese advance,
as much treasure as could be loaded on to a thousand pack animals
went with him. Indian newspapers reported that this was worth about
In a letter to the Daily Telegraph.
2. Authors' italics.
3. Authors' italics.
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four million dollars and there was one wild guess of roo million, B~~
no one will ever know the real value, for the Indian Governnlrnt
admitted it without customs examination. Certainly more than a
hundred times as much was left behind, but when we walked through
the old treasuries there was none to be seen. The Chinese have confiscated the fabulous store of jewels, gold, silver and precio~lsobjects
which successive Dalai Lamas have collected through the centuries
and have not dsclosed their value. But, apart from these private
possessions, all the priceless religious furilishings and sacred images of
the palace remain undisturbed.
it is impossible for the camera to photograph or for words adequately to describe the magnificence of the Potala, which rises 440 feet
above the plain and stretches more than 900 feet across the Red Hill on
which it stands. It is the only distinguished building in the world whose
splendour is so isolated from any other structure and there is none other
G h i h so completely commands the eyes whlch are drawn to it wherever one may stand in the city, or from the furthest points in the valley
from which it is visible.
Its immense height is also enhanced by the walls which slope
inwards from their base and by the optical illusion produced by the
windows which, as in all other Tibetan architecture, narrow towards
the top so that they appear to recede further from one's view, the higher
*
they are placed.
The lower half of the colossal faqade, which faces south over
the valley, is of whitewashed stone. The middle section of the
upper half, which projects from two flanking white wings built
on a lower level, is deep crimson. From the centre of the fagade
hangs a vast 'curtain of heaven' woven from yak hair, eighty feet
I

Beneath the eaves of the topmost roof and running: its entire length
is a deep maroon band of dyeh twigs, cut flush to th;. stonework kd
bordered by a strip of white, embossed with four huge gold monograms which glow in the full light of the sun as if they are on fire.
Aeainst
the backeround of s~lendidmountains the marveUously
V
wrought golden canopies ove; the tombs of departed Dalai ~arnas
shine in a sky of such deep and unblemished blue that if one looks into
it for more than a few moments it turns to inchgo and one is temporarily
blinded by its glare.
As the structure appears heightened by the inward sloping walls
and receding windows so the breadth is increased by an immense
stone stairway of 250 broad steps, wide enough for several horsemen
to ride abreast, which crosses the fapde from south to north-west,
U
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turns sharply to the north-east to cross it again and as it approaches the
entrance, turns to the north-west once more.
this matchless setting the palace looks as if it grew naturally
out of the ground instead of being built by men. But when it rains
and the sky and mountains are hidden by grey cloud it becomes a
monstrous prison and the most forbidding buil&ng on earth.
~fLandon sometimes described Britain's Imperial mission as though
he were reporting for Chums or The Boy's Owla Paper, he was a faithful
observer of the Tibetan physical scene. He was so deeply moved by this
majesty that he wrote:
'Lamaism may be an engine of oppression, but its victims do not
protest; and there before one's eyes at last is Lhasa. It may be a barrier
to all human improvement; it may be a living type of all that we in the
west have fought against and at last overcome, of bigotry, cruelty and
slavery; but under the fierce sun of that day and the white gauze of the
almost unclouded sky of Lhasa, it was not easy to find fault with the
creed, however narrow and merciless, whch built the Potala palace
and laid out the green spaces at its foot. In this paradise of cool water
and green leaves, hidden away among the encircling snows of the
highest mountain ranges of the world, Lamaism has upraised the stones
and gold of Lhasa, and nothing but Lamaism could have done t h s
thing. To Lamaism alone we owe it that when at last the sight of the
farthest goal of all travel burst upon our eyes, it was worthy, fully
worthy, of all the rumour and glamour and romance with w h c h in
the imaginings of man it has been invested for so many years.'
But when he went inside he had to add:
'It must be confessed, though the words are written with considerable reluctance, that cheap and tawdry are the only ~ossibleadjectives
which can be applied to the interior decoration of this great palace
temple. Part of it is fine in design, most of it is commonplace, all of
it is dirty.'
It remains as Landon found it except that the Chinese have cleaned
it up.
No one has ever seen the 1,000 rooms of which the ~ o t a l ais cornposed and probably no one ever will; most of them are the same,
dark, cheerless, malodorous. There is no water supply nor sanitary
system. The toilets, including that of the ~ a l aLama,
i
which is a small
windowless, airless closet leading off his private audience chamber, are
holes in the floors, open to cesspits in cellars more than 400 feet below.
The palace includes a small monastery once inhabited by 170 monks.
Apart from their individual religious duties, they were concerned
with the care of shrines and attendance upon the Dalai Lama himself.
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he priest population of the builhng was probably never more rhvl
four or five hundred men, but an army of serfs and monk servants was
required to supply them with all thcir needs. All food and drinking
water and butter and water for inilumerablc holy vessels and lamps
had to be carried up the 250 steps. A lama who had lived here
for most of his life, told us that in fornler days the great stairway was filled with a never-enhng procession of porters so that
it must have given an impression of a gigantic escalator in perpetual
motion.
It is believed that forty or fifty of the Potala monks followed
the Dalai Lama to India. one is known to have been killed in the fighting
during the rebellion when a group of lay rebels locked themselves in
the palace. Thirty still live there. The remainder have gone to join the
community at the Jokhan, or have returned to their homes. The
buildmg, like all other 'royal' establishments, is now a museum, for
whose preservation and maintenance a Chlilese curator is responsible.
Two elderly quiet-faced lamas were in charge of the private
apartments of the Dalai Lama, which no one may enter except by
~ermissionof the Lhasa Government. P e r h a ~ she will never return,
tor although he could not be deprived of h$ religious authority, he
could only do so as a political subject of the Chlnese. Nevertheless,
although it may be an impossible journey for lum to make, the way
back is being kept open for him so that his home is preserved exactly
as he left it. The day will also come when the fourteenth Incarnation
must depart to the 'Honourable Field'. When he does, he may decide
to rest there in eternal peace but, according to Buddhist belief, if he
decides to be reincarnated once more in a human body, no earthly
power can prevent him. The Chinese could discourage his discovery
but they will have to think hard before they meddle in such miraculous
matters. O r course it will always be possible for them to select a
suitable candidate and presumably there would be no difficulty in
persuading the High Lamas entrusted with the discovery of a fifteenth
body to approve the Chinese choice according to the prescribed
formula.
Mr. Chiang Tsu-rning, the Deputy Director of the Tibet Foreign
Affairs Bureau, would be outraged by the suggestion and Prime
Minister Chou En-lai and Foreign Minister Chen Yi would deprecate
it, but a dilemma may one day confront the Peking Government.
It is also possible that if the present Dalai Lama lives for another
fifty years, when all the older people will have died off, the new
generation educated in the ways of Communism will have lost interest
in Chenrezi and other incarnate gods. In the meantime the Chinese
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are doing nothillg to lead any Tibetans to believe that the Dalai Lama
is not welcome to come home when he likes. T o permit them to enter
his chambers, to which no mortals other than h s personal servants
and priest officials were admitted, would be as good as t e h g them
that he would never return.
Perhaps because we were foreigners, the attendant lamas did not
resent our intrusion and although they refused to sit down themselves
on the lion-skin covered couches of the sitting-room because they said
they still felt aware of The Presence, they invited us to rest on them
and graciously presented us with long sticks of black incense specially
made for the Dalai Lama and which none other was permitted to
burn.
This was the most luxurious living known to Tibetans, but there
were perhaps more penalties than privileges in being a god-lung and
one of them was being confined through the long bitter winters at the
top of this unheated fortress.
During the previous month we had spoken with more of his
countrymen than he would meet personally for as long as he lived. It
was necessarv for his Ministers, High
" Lamas and personal staff to
approach hi& more informally, but others were not p;rmitted to meet
him face to face or to regard him with more than a brief glance as they
bowed before him.
When he went through Lhasa in procession or travelled from the
Potala to the N o r b h g k a , hefty monk policemen armed with heavy
staves lined the streets and whacked anyone smartly over the head who
was so bold as to stare rudely into the Incarnation's ~alanquin,in which
he was concealed behind vellow curtains.
The floor of the sitting-room was covered with beautifully coloured
carpets. Three of the walls were decorated wit11 charmingly painted
panels of real and legendary animals, birds, religious scenes and symbols and golden deities in ornately carved cases. O n a long shelf was a
row of plain silver bowls containing holy water.
The roof, like the roofs of all palaces and temples in Tibet, was
supported by pillan clothed in highly coloured and richly decorated
scalloped tapestry. This form of decoration had intrigued us ever since
we arrived and now we learned for the first time that it was not there
primarily for aesthetic pleasure but to protect the wood of the pillars
from splitting in the intense cold.
The Dalai Lama's own seat was a couch behind a heavily carved
table on which his gold and jade drinking cups still stood in their
accustomed places. These were the gifts of Chinese emperors to a
previous body.
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The Incarnation's bedroom was guarded by a heavy door, like those
of medieval castles, with elaborate metal hinges and an imnlenselock,
From the centre hung a thick rope bound with multi-coloured strips
of silk, attached to the gilded head of a legendary beast. The bed was
an elaborately carved bunk like that in the Norbulingka Palace. When
we expressed surprise that it was SO short we were told it was necessary
for its occupant to sleep in a Buddha-like position, prescribed by
ritual, with knees bent. Ths sounded a fanciful explanation but there
may have been some truth in it for in a bare room next door was an
iron hospital cot. Perhaps when he had retired for the night and his
retainers had gone, the young 'god' changed beds to get a decent
night's rest.
The principal bedroom also coiltained a large case of Buddhas
and the walls were close panelled with palltings of religious figures,
landscapes, birds, beasts and flowels.
The great private audience chamber roof, like the sitting-room,
was supported by pillars clothed with tapestries and here the capitals
were carved with natural scenes. The Dalai Lama's throne stood on a
broad dais behind which was a wall composcd of religious images.
The throne was flanked by large porcelain vases filled with artificial
flowers as incongruous in this setting as pots of aspidistras in the
galleries of Hampton Court.
And here the Chnese had installed electricity. Hanging between the
pillars was a long flex at the end of which a bulb was covered with
a white chna kitchen shade. It was as comically shocking as
if the attendant lamas had suddenly gone into a 'Knees up, Mother
Brown'.
Not that the Tibetans themselves hadn't also introduced strange
incongruities. W e were photographing a wall painting of ~ibetan
nobles in another throne room when, amongst portraits of Cabinet
Ministers, includng Apei in ceremonial robes with his hair tied into a
bun on top of his head, we found ourselves staring at Edward Prince
of Wales (Duke of Windsor), who looked at us with the chocolate-box
Prince Charming smile which had turned over every flapper's heart
when we were children.
W e asked a monk if he knew who he was. No, he said, but perhaps
he was some foreign religious dignitary or noble. Most likely, the
artist copied the prince's head from a photograph in an old magazine
for there were other unidentifiable foreign characters mixed UP with
the local aristocrats.
There are many chapels in the Potala but they are of no special
interest, being replicas of nearly all monastic shrines. One of the most
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important contains life-size statues of h g Songsten Gambo, the
Princess Wen Cheng, and his Nepalese wife with their c o ~ l c i n ~ - ~ ~
which legend says they used when they lived on the Red f i l l a thousand
years before the Potala was built by the 'Great Fifth'.
On t h s storey is also the Yik Tsang (nest of letters), the Secretariat
of the Dalai Lamas. Here documents are stitched into rolls of cloth and
filed by hanging them in any spare space on pillars, furniture and walls.
Before the main doors of the more important chambers hang long
cylinders of tiger-skin, symbols of justice and ruling power.
The bodies of all Dalai Lamas, except the Sixth, who was deposed,
and those murdered in childhood, are embalmed in the Potala and the
canopies of their tombs which rise over the roof are the crowning
s~lendourof the palace. The most splendd of all, and tlie last to be
made, contains the remains of the Thirteenth.
Sheathed with 300,000 ounces of solid gold, this rises seventy feet
through three storeys to join the canopy at roof level. The base standing in a room forty feet square contains personal possessions of the
departed Incarnation, precious gifts from the priesthood and laity,
grain, tea and religious objects. In a great sphere above, the body sits
in the posture of the Buddha.
The corpse was preserved by rubbing it with a salty solution
coated with clay and thickly lacquered with pure gold leaf. This human
statue was then clothed in costly robes and enthroned. Placed around
it are the departed god's favourite scriptures, books and writing
materials. From the spherical tomb rises a cone whch soars to the
underside of the roof of the palace where it is surmounted by a bell
on which the rising sun and moon are engraved. The entire structure
is studded with turquoise, amethysts, lapis lazuli, sapphires, onyx,
coral, diamonds and rubies.
Of all buildings on earth, the Potala demanded interior decorators
whose imaginations matched the inspiration of its architects but the
ecclesiastical lords who ordered it to be made were not satisfied with
the perfect symmetry of this tomb and its jewelled decoration. They
embehshed it with large silver balls hanging from the c e h g and an
altar at its foot crowded with finely wrought gold and silver holy-water
vessels, porcelain vases and exquisitely designed butter lamps jumbled
up with every kind imaginable of tawdry religious bric-i-brac
so that the whole shrine had been given the appearance of a fairground
shooting gallery. A row of rifles for potting at the balls would hardly
have seemed out of place. W e had not been so shocked since we had
walked into Siena Cathedral to be confronted with an enormous
banner slung across the nave bearing a crudely ~ a i n t e dpicture of a
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young girl in a flannel nightdress lying in an iron cot. If we had
not been told that she was a saint about to be officially canonised
we should have assumed the canons were short of cash and had
allowed a local junk-dealer to put up a poster advertising secondhand
beds.

24
CLOUDS OF CONFUSION

We renlained friends with our Chinese Comnlunist companiolls
despite our ridicule of their more tendentious propaganda, for example
that they had freed Tibet from foreign invaders, i n c l u h g our OW
countrymen. Translated from jargon, this could only make sense if
they were suggesting that with the Americans we should have liked
to prevent them from entering the country if we could. This was
true and in so far as it was a continuation of Lord Curzon's attitude to
China, the Chinese could regard us as unregenerate if frustrated Imperialists whose interest in Tibetan independence, as always, was less
concerned with the welfare of the Tibetan people than with our
own security.
It would have been less confusing to everyone if the P e h g
Government had said so instead of trying to justify the occupation of
a country over which they had exercised no control since 1911, by
had agreed to
announcing that they and the 'Lhasa local
'unite and drive out the aggressive imperialist forces from Tibet' so
that the Tibetan people could return to the big farmly of the motherland.
Argument collapsed in laughter when we reminded our friends,
who regarded our attempts to be objective as incorrigible ~ritish
chauvinism, that by this kind of political sophistry, the Chinese
Communists did not convince anyone of their integrity any more
than on another occasion the Governor of Shantung convinced
friends of his erudition. The illiterate old warloard, being anxious to
demonstrate his concern for learning brought a professor of foreign
languages to the provincial university. He invited him to her and
introduced him to his other guests by saying, 'Now here we have a
very accomplished man who speaks the ~ n ~ l i of
s hsix dfferent corntries.'
The Chinese reoccupied Tibet for three reasons. he^ were the
I99
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first Chinese Government since the collapse of the Manchu dvnartv

with su&cient strength to do so and reasses the sovereignty whi& Gh
not been seriously questioned until the British invented suzerainty to
jutify their own interference in Tibetan and Chnese affairs.
Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek, recognized by the United Stattr
-and the united Nations-as President of all China, would do the
same if he could regain control over the mainland. The State Department has not found it possible to rebuke him for his claim that Tibet
is part of China. There is no conflict between him and Mao Tse-tung
over this matter.
Secondly, the Communists considered it necessary to protect their
furthest western frontier against possible encroachment.
The third reason was given to us by Foreign Minister Marshal
Chen Yi. Since China is a multi-national state in whch there is a
population of fifty million minorities and two million of these are
Tibetans living in Sinluang, Kansu, Chinghai, Szechuan and Yiinnan
under the rule of Pekmg, the government could not permit more than
a d o n others to exist as serfs without denying the purposes of the
revolution and abandoning its responsibilities.
If Peking had been less tortuous in self-justification and reasserted
China's sovereignty without announcing that her army had been
invited by the Dalai Lama's government to occupy Lhasa and reunite
Tibet with 'the motherland' when, in fact, the 'liberators' had been
met with armed resistance. their subsequent-claimsto have introduced
long-needed reforms might have been regarded with less scepticism,
and the wild charges of genocide made by some Tibetan refugees
might not have been so unquestioningly believed.
Instead the Communists have justified themselves by quoting
the I7 Article Agreement signed by Apei and four other representatives of the Dalai Lama in Peking on 23rd May 1951, expecting the
world to believe that this was a freely negotiated treaty. We have the
word of Apei, former member of the Dalai Lama's Cabinet, Cornmander-in-Chief of the Tibetan Army and present ~ecretary-~enerd
of the Tibetan Government, that it was not, despite the fact that he
has told different stories to different people.
He told the Dalai Lama that he had been defeated by the Chinese
and was a prisoner. Therefore, in the face of the overwhelming power
of the People's Liberation Army he sought authority, which he received, to negotiate peace terms.
Robert Ford, who was employed by the Tibetan Government as a
radio operator at Chamdo, has written that when they discussed how he
should leave Tibet in the event of defeat Apei told him-'YOU do not

Tibetan theologian, the High Lama Tu Teng Ka Tstlng

-

-.-,!
Tibetan youth wearing portrait brooch of our tee nth Dalai Lama
--

-

=

-

-r

F
+
. .. .

-

> -

-

A village schoolgirl

Johkan Buddha decorated with Hatas (good-l~~ck
scarves)

CLOUDS OF CONPUSION

201

need to worry. W e shall not give the Chinese permission to send troops
into Tibet. If they enter by force we shall resist. If necessary, of come,
we shall evacuate Chamdo and retreat on Lhasa. There d be no local
surrender as long as I am in Chamdo.'l
This is how one would have expected the Tibetan Commander to
behave and there is no reason to doubt Ford's account of this conversation. But eleven years later in Lhasa, Apei decided to tell us that
although he had been ordered to oppose the Communists, he had no
intention of fighting them and began to disband his forces as soon
as he arrived at the border. There was no heavy fighting so there was
no question of battle being won or lost.
These contradictions apart, would the People's Liberation troops
have advanced into Tibet if the Tibetans had refused to sign the
agreement? O f course they would. Peking had already announced,
immediately after the defeat of Chiang Kai-shek, that thls was precisely what they were going to do because Tibet was part of Chma.
It is true that the Chinese held their troops at Chamdo unnl the
agreement had been signed but this delay i a d n o t h g to do with
their concern for the rights of Tibetans to make their own decisions.
It was dictated by political and tactical considerations. A bloodless
victory would save many Chinese as well as Tibetan lives. Why
provoke guerilla resistance over an enormous area which it would
take disproportionate military forces to subdue when the Tibetan
and lay aristocracy could be convinced that their authority would be
unaffected?
The feudal lords, just as sensibly, accepted the terms which were
offered to them but this did not mean they would not have repelled
the Communists if they had been able to do so.
But the Tibetan rulers were naive if they thought the agreement was
anything more than an armistice, for none with their wits about them
could have supposed that the Communists would permit a separate
and feudal society to exist within a national Socialist state. They openly
defied the agreement by armed rebelLon in 1959 because they could
not continue to uphold it without destroying their own power. The
Peking Government did not keep to it in its entirety because some of
its -provisions contradicted their own intentions.
It promised that:
'The central authorities will not alter the existing politicd system
in Tibet. The central authorities also will not alter the established
status, functions and powers of the Dalai Lama. Officers of various
ranks shall hold office as usual.'
I.

Captured in Tibet (Harrap).
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According to the conlmon use of words, this could only mean that
the Communists would not abolish serfdom or the political arrangements by which a small minority of lay lords and the monasteries not
only ruled, but owned the country and most of the people in it.
his undertaking was re-emphasised in Article 7, which, aftcr
undertaking that the 'religious beliefs, custonls and habits of the
Tibetan people shall be respected and lamaseries protected', stated:
'The central authorities will not effect any change in the income of
the monasteries.'
Since monastic income was entirely dependent on the labour of
serfs, this could oilly mean that either the serfs would remain bound
to their owners or if the Central Government freed them it would
continue to guarantee to the monasteries the wealth they had produced.
Article 10 was more vague, saying that agriculture, livestock
raising, industry and commerce should be developed step by step and
the people's livelihood 'shall be improved step by step in accordance
with the actual conditions in Tibet'.
How could the conditions of serfs be improved if their owners and
landlords were to retain their ~rivilegesand income, unless the Central
Government was ueoine
to altk thoseconditions which it had promised
u
to preserve? As though to remove any uneasiness on the part of the
serf owners the first sentence of Article 1 1 was reassuring. It said:
'In matters related to various reforms in Tibet there will be no
compulsion on the Part of the central authorities.'
f k s was immeciiately followed by the salutary warning that:
'The local government of Tibet should carry out reforms of its
own accord and when the people raise demands for reform they shall
be settled by means of consultation with the leading personnel of
Tibet.'
In accordance with Article 15 the Central Government was to set
up a military and administrative committee and a military area cornmand. Local Tibetan members of the committee would include
'patriotic elements from the local government of Tibet, various districts and leading monasteries and-the name list shall be drawn up
after consultation between the representatives designated
by the
Central People's Government for afiointment'.
Patriotic elements would naturally be those Tibetans who could
be relied upon to support any changes proposed by Peking and therefore demanded by 'the people'. The necessity of submitting all names
proposed for the committee to the Chinese made it clear that none who
would not be reliable supporters of Communist policies would be
accepted.
L
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here could hardly be reasonable objections to Chinese insistence
that those who had supported Chiang Kai-shek, or were pro-American

or pro-~ritish,should sever relations with their friends who opposed
peking. It was also essential, if Tibet was a part of the Chinese Republic,
for Peking to conduct its foreign policy.
The Dalai Lama has written that the 'Preparatory Committee for
the Tibet Autonomous Region', of which he was appointed Chairman
and whose purpose was to prepare the country for regional autonomy,
was a mere fa~adebehind which the Communists exercised complete
control of Tibet. The majority of members were Tibetans but, like a l l
others, they were approved by Peking. Basic policies were in fact
decided by a body called the Committee of the Chinese Communist
Party in Tibet, which included no Tibetans. The Dalai Lama therefore
had no real political or administrative authority.
But if the Chinese in their anxiety to 'liberate' Tibet peacefully had
diplomaticall -but sometimes not convincii~gly-concealedtheir real
intentions o transforming the country, the Tibetan leaders, who
could not have been as obtuse as some of them now pretend, were
also ambivalent in their attitude to their 'liberators'.
If events from 1951 to 1959 are clouded in confusion, none has
helped to confuse us more than the Dalai Lama himself by hs contradictory accounts of the Chinese occupation and the Tibetan rebelhon.
No one but he can say what he kept secretly in hls mind during
those years, but he made no secret of his admiration for Mao Tse-tung
four years after the Chinese Communist leader had ordered his army
to 'invade' Lhasa.

Y

HYMN TO M A 0

In the central shrine of the Buddhist Temple of Broad Charity in
Peking hangs this hymn to Mao Tse-tung, written in the Dalai Lama's
own hand and presented by him when he visited the capital in 1954.
It reads:
'The great national leader of the Central People's Government,
Chairman Mao, is the Cakravarti born out of boundless fine merits.
For a long time I wished to write a hymn praying for his long life
and the success of his work. It happened that the Klatsuang-kergun
Lama of Kantsu Monastery in Inner Mongolia wrote me from afar,
saluting me and asked me to write a poem. I agreed to do so as this
coincides with my own wishes.
The Fourteenth Dalai Lama Dantzen-Jaltso
at Norbulin-shenfu Palace, 1954.

0, the Triratna,' (Buddha, Dharma and Sangha) which
bestow blessings on the world,
Protect us with your incomparable and blessed light
which shines for ever.

0 ! Chairman Mao ! Your brilliance and deeds are ltke
those of Brahma and Mahasammata, creators of the
world.
Only from an infinite number of good deeds can such a
leader be born, who is l k e the sun shming over the
world.
Your writings are precious as pearls, abundant and
powerful as the high tide of ocean reaching the edges
of the sky.
1.

TrLama-Trinity of Buddha, Dharrna (the Law) and Sanha, the congregation

of believers.
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0 ! most honourable Chairman Mao, may you long live.

~ l people
l
look to you as to a kind protecting mother,
they paint pictures of you with hearts full of emotion,
May you live in the world forever and point out to
us the peaceful road!
Our vast land was burdened with pain, with shackles and
darkness.
YOU liberated all with your brilliance. People now are
happy, full of blessings !
Your work for peace is a white jewelled umbrella, giving
shade over heaven and earth and mankind.
Your fame is like golden bells on the umbrella, ringing
and turning forever in the sky!
Our foe, the bloodthirsty imperialists, are poisonous
snakes, and messengers of the devil furtively crawhg,
You are the undaunted roc which conquered the
poisonous serpent. To you be power!
The cultural and industrial constructions whlch make
the people prosperous and defeat the enemy's armed
forces are like a vast sea;
These constructions develop continuously until they shall
make this world as full of satisfaction as heaven.
The perfect religion of Sakyamuni (Buddha) is like a
Moonlight pearl lamp shining bright.
It is like a perfumed pearl ornament which we wear
without p;ohibition.~! Of this we are proud.
Your will is like the gathering of clouds, your call like
thunder,
From these comes timely rain to nourish selflessly the
earth !
As the Ganges River rushes precious and to all the earth
The cause of peace and justice will bring to all peoples
boundless joy!
May our world gradually become as happy as paradise!
May the torch of our great leader, be lit forever.
May the powers of the benevolent Bodhlsattvas, the
resourceful Dharma-Protector and the truthful words
of the Maharishis make these good hopes true.
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This hymn probably astonished Mao Tse-tug, who is used to
extravagant adulation, as much as it may now embarrass and dismay
its author. But unless the Dalai Lama suggests that this is the traditional
manner in which Tibetan kings praise their conquerors and that the
hymn is no more than a formal address, he can hardly protest that hir
situation required him to make such genuflections, no; that the man
who gave him 'the impression of kin;dness and sincerity', demanded
praise comparing him with the creator of the world.
from exile eight years later he recalled that soon after
delivering this eulogy to the Communist leader, who had liberated
IJs counGy from 'bkrdens of pain' and 'shackles and darkness', he was
disillusioned.
On his way home to Lhasa from Peking he found mounting
bitterness and hatred of the Chinese who had grown increasingly
ruthless. The resentment of Tibetans against their 'liberators' was
boiling. The ink of the poem of praise was hardly dry before he was
discovering that Mao's government was destroying religious freedom
in China. Buddhist monasteries were being starved to death and
allowed to decay.
But obviouslynot the Temple of Broad Charity in Peking which was
built before Kublai Khan and restored to perfection by the Communists.
When he reached Lhasa, the Dalai Lama found that his Cabinet
was still on tolerably friendly terms with the Chinese. The hostility
of the people seemed to have died down and given way to complacency.
The city was quiet and peaceful. But then he added, the citizens didn't
know of Chinese repressions in the border areas and the full force of
the bitter resentments of their countrymen hadn't spread to the centre
of the country.
Four sentences later in the memoirs, the Cabinet wasn't even
prepared to be courteous to China's Deputy Premier and Foreign
Minister. Marshal Chen Yi was coming to inaugurate the new Preparatory Committee for the Autonomous Region of Tibet. Not
unnaturally, since there could be no working relationship if the head
of the Tibetan Government was not on speaking terms with ~eking's
representative, he expected the Dalai Lama to receive him. But the
Cabinet wouldn't agree.
The Dalai Lama felt this was no time for standing on his dignity
but with a staggering unconsciousness of the situation, even for a young
man untutored in politics, he wrote in his autobigaphy:
'If it would please the Marshal and help to give the committee
[of which he was designated the first chairman] a better start, I
thought it worth it; so I went.'
A

ow ever,
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which ~erhapsexplains why two years before the Dalai Lama's
memoirs were published, Chen Yi told us that after his taks in Lhasa,
he concluded that the Dalai Lama and hs nobles had no intention of
~arryingout reforms if they could help it. Perhaps the old solherstatesman, who was also a poet, was too cynical an observer-and
maker-of history to mistake poetic emotion for political intention.
~t any rate he seems to have known the Tibetan rulers better than
they then knew themselves.
The Dalai Lama has recalled these days by describing 'popular1
resentment against the actions of the Preparatory Committee over
which he presided and spontaneous demands for its abolition. But he
doesn't say exactly what was resented, or how serfs who had never
been permitted to express political opinions came to voice them now.
Doubtless the nobility thought any social and economic changes
in Tibet of which they were unquestionable rulers were unnecessary.
As the Dalai Lama has written, outside the monasteries this was a
feudal society. There was 'inequality of wealth between the landed
aristocracy at one extreme and the poorest peasants at the other'.
It was difficult, he explained, to move up into the class of aristocracy
but not impossible. For instance, through bravery a solder could be
given hereditary land and a title.
So, the only hope of the odd Tibetan to improve his conhtion
was to wait for a war in which he might be brave enough to earn a
title and a piece of land if he was lucky enough to survive? The Dalai
Lama hasn't given us any other example of civilian opportunities for
advancement but says that promotion in the monasteries was democratic. According to him the reincarnation of High Lamas could also
be said to have a democratic influence because, like himself and his
brother, Thubten Jigme Norbu, they often chose to be reborn in
humble families.
The chance of a Tibetan peasant boy becoming a Dalai Lama, or
the rich Abbot of a great monastery, was about as remote as an English
farm labourer winning a fortune on the football pools.
In the Fourteenth ~ncarnation'sopinion, the material life of the
Tibetan people (except in the monasteries) was very much like the life
of a peasant class in any other country. Three paragraphs later he writes
that during his education-which wasn't completed when the Chinese
first came to Tibet-he learned very little of any other social system
'but our own'. And although he could speak of a popular demand for
the abolition of the new Preparatory Committee because the people
were well satisfied with their traditional government, in another
breath he could say the Tibetans in general thought of their feudal
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system as a natural state of affairs and never gave a thought to atly theories
ofgovernnient.l
~ u although
t
he knew nothing of politics or the world, he remembered, from India, that as he grew up he began to see how much
was wrong with Tibetan society. Inequality in the distribution of
wealth was not in accordance with Buddhist teaching and 'in the few
years when I held effective power in Tibet I managed to make some
fundamental reforms'. He recalls that he appointed special committees
of lay and monk officials and monastic representatives to consider
them.
So it was the Chinese Communists who frustrated social and economic improvements in Tibet because they wanted to introduce their
own.
But when were his years of effective power during which the
Dalai Lama persuaded his Cabinet and high officials to introduce tax
and land reforms?
When the Chinese came to Tibet he was only sixteen. The country
was ruled by a Regent. In the face of the Chinese advance he was hastily
invested with full powers whch normally would have come to him
two years later, but he had no time to exercise authority before the
state oracle advised that he should go to Yatung near the Indian
frontier over which he could escape to Mr. Nehru's protection if his
life was felt to be in danger. When he returned to Lhasa it was already
occupied by Chinese troops and officials and from that time according
to his own story he had no real control over events.
There is no iecord of reforms instituted by him or his local government during the period between his return to the capital from Yatung
and his departure for a tour of Chma in 1954,nor in the time after
he returned from Peking and his final flight to India. Because according to him there was nothing he could do.
It is not impossible that in suppressing rebellion human beings
should behave with the savagery described by the Dalai Lama, who
learned of it by hearsay. But we do not require evidence from Peking
that the Chinese People's Liberation Army is one of the best disciplined
and behaved in the world.
Describing the successful war which the Communist soldiers fought
against the Japanese, the Councillor of the United States Embassy in
C h u n g h g wrote to the Secretary of State:
'This total mobilisation is based upon and has been made
by what amounts to an economic, political and social revolution. It has
I.
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improvedthe economic condition of the peasants by rent and interest
reduction, tax reform and good government. It has given them democratic self-government, political consciousness and a sense of their
rights. It has freed them from feudalistic bonds and given them selfrespect and a strong f e e h g of co-operative group interest. The common
people, for the first time have somethmg to fight for.'
After being imprisoned by them without trial for five years, Robert
Ford, who was captured in Tibet, cannot be expected to entertain
friendly feelings for the Communists. But he has written that when
they came 'there was no sacking of monasteries. They made it clear
they had no quarrel with religion, nor with the Tibetan people, who
were treated correctly.'l
Despite the tremendous supply problem, he added, the advance
units of the Army didn't live off the country. They carried a week's
emergency rations. They had strict orders to respect persons and
property and make friends with the people 'by all possible means'.
Brotherhood was the keynote and no Chinese troops in Tibet 'had ever
behaved so well'.

I. Not perhaps unnaturally after the treatment he received Mr. ~ o r d
ascribed
this good behaviour to Chinese political cunning.
0
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If throughout the Dalai Lama's memoirs one reads 'people' for 'government, monasteries and nobility' it will appear that the struggle of the
ecclesiastical and lay lords to preserve their power was also the struggle
of Tibetan serfs to preserve a freedom they didn't possess. Ironically,
the Chinese may have helped to provoke rebellion not by oppressing
the serfs but by tolerating serfdom too long in their anxiety to avoid
conflict with the feudal establishment.
If immediately on their occupation of the country they had
abolished the feudal system it is pdssible that the revolt would'never
have taken dace for then the serfs could have welcomed them as
liberators from their bondage. In fact the Communists observance
of that part of the 17 Article Agreement stipulating that reform
should not be enforced but proceed step by step, also enabled the
feudal rulers to identify themselves with the people, for they could
now tell them that the Communists. like all ~reviousChinese 'invaders',
were interested in the conquest of the c o d t r y for their own ends and
had no concern for the welfare of the common folk--otherwise
why had they left them as they were.
The Dalai Lama has recalled that when he went to Peking to see Ma0
Tse-tmg, the people were unwilling that he should go because they
feared he might not be allowed to return. ~e hasn't explained how the
people, who were never consulted about his movements, expressed
their apprehensions, nor why anyone should imagine that the Chinese
should wish to kidnap the pd-king who in his public statements
had proved to be Mao's most valuable ally in Tibet. The man who was
about to publish his hymn of praise to the Communist leader, whom he
wished might live for ever, could hardly have feared he might be n~ade
a prisoner in P e b g . However, he says, the citizens were sad and
depressed to see him depart, but they let him go. He came back safe
and sound.
L
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~n 1956 he visited India. The Chinese obviously trusted him to
return to Tibet, as he had trusted them with his freedom when he went
to Chna two years earlier. They were justified in their confidence,
but only just.
When he met Nehru, he told the Indian Premier that he was afraid
the Chinese meant to destroy Tibetan religion. He now therefore
all his hopes on Deb and explained that he wished to stay in
India until his country could regain its freedom by peaceful means.
Mr. Nehru advised hlm to go home, saying that 'nobody had ever
,/irrnally recognized our country's independmce'l and it was useless to try
to fight against the Chinese.
Having also received assurances from Chou En-lai, who was
visiting ~ e l h at
l the same time, that complaints against C h e s e in
Tibet would be reported to Mao Tse-tung and the causes removed, he
returned to Lhasa.
There he was told that terrible atrocities were being committed in
the east and north-east. The Chinese were using artillery and bombers
against guerillas and totally destroying monasteries and villages, whose
inhabitants were suspected of helping them. Lamas and lay leaders of
the people were being imprisoned, tortured and killed. Sacred images
and other holy objects were being smashed, derided or stolen. Blasphemous proclamations were being published.
In an effort, he says, to save his people from further suffering, th
Dalai Lama now asked the Cabinet to send a mission to the rebels to
ask them to lay down their arms with a promise that if they fulGUed
his wishes no action would be taken against them. The mission, of
two lay officials and three monks, ignored his instructions and joined
the guerillas.2
Authors' italics
2. The Chinese Government claim that Tibetan Lords who accompanied the Dala
Lama to Peking in 1954 began to organise armed rebellion among ;he Khatnpas in
eastern Tibet on their way back to Lhasa, was dismissed as Communist propaganda
by the nobles in exile, who ~rotestedthat Tibetan revolts were inspired by Chinese
oppression of the people. Surkhang wang-chuk-Gdeh was a member of the Tibetan
cabinet for 18 years. He accompanied the Dalai Lama to Peking in 1954. In an interview with The Guardian in November 1963 this nobleman who was described by
that newspaper as 'the key figure of the 1956-9 Tibetan revolt' boasted that he &st
laid plans for rebellion among the Kham~aswhen travelling with the ~ d aLama
i
through Kham on their way back to Lhasa. In 1958, said Surkhang, he persuaded the
Dalai Lama to feed and equip the Khampas from secret arsenal, making the revolt
nation-wide. W e have only Surkhmg's word for it that the Dalai Lama was in fact
engaged in this deception. Ifhe was not, attempts by the Tibetan nobles to implicate
hlrn bear out the Chinese contention that he was their victim in a situation over which
I.
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Now came the final crisis.
On 1st March 1959 the Dalai Lama was in the Jokhan Temple
for the Monlam Festival celebrations when he received an invitation
to a theatrical entertainment at the Chinese Arnly catllp from the
Commander, General Tan Kuan-san, who asked hinl to name a con.
venient date. He replied by saying he would attend a performanceon
10th March.
He has now written that the Chinese, who insisted he should go
without an armed escort, informed the commander of his personal
bodyguard that he would be received at the camp entrance by unarmed
Chnese soldiers.
A rumour spread through the city that the invitation was a plot
to kidnap him. It would be impossible to understand why the Clunese
should resort to such senseless action but for the Dalai Lama's explanation that 'there was another fact which made the people all the more
certain that a trap had been laid to abduct me'.
This fact was that the Chinese National Assembly was to be held
in Peking in April and the Chinese had asked him to attend. There was
nothing remarkable, let alone sinister, in this invitation since the Dalai
Lama was Chairman of the Tibet Preparatory Committee and since
1954 when he had attended the first session of the National Assembly,
whlch met to discuss the new Chinese constitution, he had been the
leader of the Tibetan delegation.
But he now recalls that knowing the mood of the people he had
tried to avoid accepting the invitation and had not given a definite
answer. Without waiting for it the Chinese had already announced in
Peking that he was going.
This made the people in Lhasa very angry and naturally they
concluded that the invitation was a ruse to fly him to China against
hls will.
If he had not made up his mind whether to go or not, how could
the people of Lhasa know what he was thinking? How could they
have learnt that he had tried to avoid accepting the invitation because
he was aware oftheir 'mood'? How could they know that his acceptance
had been published without his consent if the announcement had been
made only in the Chinese capital?
Naturally he would discuss his intentions with hv, Ministers and
he had no control. In his autobiography describing his part in the events from 1951
to 1959, the Dalai Lama does not anywhere state that he personally took part in
orgvlLing rebellion, let alone that he secretly armed the Tibetan rebels, nor have the
Chinese at any time charged him with such duplicity.
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senior officials but since when did they report private &scussions
in the Norbulingka Palace to the people, unless they now made it
their business to broadcast their fears for the Dalai Lama's safety, who
was assuring everyone around him that he was in no danger from the
Chinese? How were 30,000 people, three-quarters of the population
of Lhasa, persuaded to surround the Norbulingka shouting in furious
anger: 'The Chinese Must Go,' 'Leave Tibet to the Tibetans'?
Why were people, who had seen him go 1,500 miles to Peking
and return safely, now afraid for him to make a briefjourney from one
part of the city to another?
Since he had decided that the fury of the crowds was uncontrollable.
the Dalai Lama sent three ~ i n i s t e r to
Q General Tan to exdain that h i
could not attend the theatrical performance. Anxious, he says, to
avoid a ruthless massacre of Tibetans, whch he feared would result
from a clash with the Chinese forces, he ordered an announcement of
his decision to be made to the people but most of them still refused to
disperse.
According to his envoys, the Chinese General was in a towering
rage and used language never spoken in polite society. He threatened
drastic measures to crush opposition to Chinese rule.
The Ministers, says the Dalai Lama, tried to counsel patience and
told the General not to make the situation worse by retaliation. They
assured him that the government would do everything possible to
prevent foolhardy Tibetans from provoking armed conflict. The
General, with good reason as it soon turned out, was not reassured for
the Dalai Lama has reported that on the same evening, about seventy
members of the government ('mostly junior officials') together with
leaders chosen by the crowd and members of his own bodyguard, met
in the Norbulingka grounds to support a resolution declaring that
Tibet no longer recognized China's authority.
Apparently realising that this amounted to a declaration of civil
war, the Dalai Lama sent instructions to the leaders t e h g them it was
their duty to reduce tension and not to aggravate it. His orders were
ignored.
By the following day, the people were becoming more dhhcult
to control. They ~ o s t e dsix p a r d s near the Cabinet o&ce inside the
Norbulingka and told Ministers they would not be allowed to leave.
The Cabinet once more appealed to the rebel leaders to ask the ~ e o p l e
to disperse and they ~romisedto do so. But barricades had already been
put up to the north of Lhasa on the hghway to China.
The Chmese military commander informed the Cabinet that if
they did not order their removal they must accept responsibility for
A
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the consequences. Again the Cabinet sent for the rebel leaders and
'advised' them to pull down the barriers. They flatly refused.
The Dalai Lama was distressed by a step whch he feared would
lead to disaster. The rebels now appointed men to guard his palace
which they said they would not leave unprotected. This time he sent
for the seventy insurgent leaders. He told then1 that General Tan had
not compelled him to accept his invitation. He had in fact been consulted and given his conseilt before the invitation was formerly issued,
He assured them he was in no personal danger from the Chinese. They
agreed it was impossible to disobey his orders but ignored thenl just
the same.
They left the Norbulingka and established headquarters in the
hamlet of Sho at the foot of the Potala. From there they repeated
their demand that the Chnese must evacuate Tibet.
On 16th March they reported to the Dalai Lama that the Chinese
were bringing all their artillery within range of the Norbulingka.
Chinese civilians repairing telegraph lines were said to be taking readings for range f m h g . The Dalai Lama admits that the people didn't
know much about guns and might have been wrong.
BY the morning of the 17th it seemed to him and his Cabinet that
the situation was desperate. The fury of the people against the Chinese
could not be restrained. The Cabinet wrote to Apei (Ngapo Ngawang
Jigme), secretary-General of the Preparatory Committee, who had
been personally conveying messages between them and the Chinese
and was at the Chinese camp, asking the Army commander not to use
force to dsperse the crowds but to wait until they had appealed to them
once more to go home. The Ministers also asked Apei if he would help
them to take the Dalai Lama to the Chnese camp for protection.
The Dalai Lama remembers that a s~ecialcode was sent with this
letter asking Apei to use it in his reply because the 'popular guards
round the Norbulingka Palace were censoring any letters addressed
to him or the Cabinet'.
Apei answered by saying the Cabinet's proposal to escort the Dalai
Lama to the Chinese camp was welcome and he would reply in detail
later.
But while his letter was being discussed there came the boom of
two heavy mortar shells which were heard to splash in a marsh outside
the north gate of the Norbulingka.
With this 'warning of death' says the Dalai Lama it was decided
that he must escape from Lhasa. He and his Ministers consulted the
leaders of the rebellion who agreed that his flight must take place
without the people knowing. During that night he, hs mother,
L
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sister and small brother left the city on their long journey to In&a.
Memories of t h s critical week were written by the Dalai Lama in
hdia. ~ u het left behind h m in Lhasa a day-to-day record of events
as they occurred, written in his own hand. T h s was contained in a
series of letters written to General Tan in reply to letters from the
Chinese commander.
When the Chinese published them, he complained that they had
only done so to support their own propaganda, to prove that he wanted
to seek shelter in the C h e s e headquarters but was kept a prisoner in
the Norbulingka by a 'reactionary clique' and was abducted to In&a
against h s w d .
What else did he expect Mao Tse-tung's Government to do in
face of accusations that their Army commander endangered his life?
The Dalai Lama now protests that he wrote these letters to gain time
for anger to cool and for him to urge moderation on the rebehous
people. He says he also decided to write in a way which he hoped
would calm down General Tan and that he could only do this by
'seeming' to accept his sympathy and welcome his advice.
He explains that he could not approve of the people's violence
but appreciated their affection which was the real cause of their anger
against the Chinese (despite the fact that he had personally assured them
he was in no dangerfrom them).' He was sure their actions could only
lead to disaster and he felt he must prevent them bringing about their
own destruction. Then he adds: 'and although my letters to the Chinese
general were written to disguise my real intentions, I felt and s t d
feel that they were justified'.
The Clinese could not be expected to know that he was only 'seeming' to accept and welcome General Tan's sympathy and advice. They
could only read what he wrote and believe that he meant what he said.
If it was not holding him under duress to post guards at the doors
of his palace to prevent him and his Ministers from moving in and out
when he and the Cabinet had told the rebels they weren't wanted or
needed there, how should this action be described?
If the members of the Tibetan Cabinet were not asking the Chinese
commander to take the Dalai Lama under his protection when they
wrote to Apei asking him to fmd a way of getting him to the Chmese
camp, what were they doing?
The Chinese claim that the Dalai Lama was physically abducted
from Lhasa against his d doesn't have to be accepted to believe
that he may not have been as free to make the decision to escape as
I.
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he thinks he was, although his letters gave them some reason for their
conclusion.
But if it is untrue that the Dalai Lama was forcibly taken away, it
appears true from his own letters that the rebels who convinced him
that his life was in danger made it difficult, if not impossible, for hm
to remain. And quite clearly by the night of 17th March 1959, he was
persuaded that if he stayed he might be killed
. not by General
Tan Kuan-san, who had made it unmistakably clear to him that he
was concerned for his safety, but by his own people whose behaviour
despite his appeals to them to disperse peacefully was making armed
confict with the Chinese inevitable and unavoidable. What was the
evidence which fmally convinced the Dalai Lama that he must escape?
Apei had written H personal message, enclosed with General TL'S
last letter, saying: 'If Your Holiness with a few trusted officers of the
bodyguard can stay within the inner wall [of the Norb~lin~ka]
and
hold a position there and inform General Tan Kuan-san exactly
which building you will occupy, they will certainly intend that this
building will not be damaged.'
From t h s the Dalai Lama says he concluded that Apei knew that
the C h e s e intended to destroy his palace and the crowd but wanted
to do so, if they could, without also l u h g him. But this warning was
necessary for the Dalai Lama's protection if the rebellion broke into
open war and, to defend themselves, the Chinese felt compelled to
storm the Norbulingka. The Chinese were not at this time threatening
to fight the Tibetans. The leaders of the Tibetan rebels had declared
that the Chinese must leave Lhasa and Tibet and if they carried out the
threat to expel them, bloody confict was certain.
The only other evidence of a Chinese intention to attack was the
sound of mortar shells being fired and splashing into a marsh. For
people who, accordng to the Dalai Lama, didn't know much about
artdlery, this was astonishingly accurate detection.
On 10th March 1959,after hearing from his Ministers that the ~ a l a i
Lama could not leave the Norbulingka to attend the theatrical performance in the Chinese camp, the Chinese commander wrote:

..

'Respected Dalai Lama,
It is very good indeed that you wanted to come to the Ulitary
Area Command. You are heartily welcome. ~ u since
t
the intrigues
and provocations of the reactionaries have caused you very great
difficulties,it may be advisable that for the time being you do not come*
Salutations and best regards,
Tan ~uan-sari'
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The Dalai Lama replied on I ~ t March:
h
'Dear comrade Political Commissar Tan,
I intended to go to the Mihtary Area Command to see the theatrical
performanceyesterday, but I was unable to do so, because of obstruction
by ~eople,lamas and laymen, who were instigated by a few evil
elements and who did not know the facts; this has put me to indescribable shame. I am greatly upset and worried and at a loss what to
do. I was immediately greatly delighted when your letter appeared
before me-you do not mind at all.
Reactionary, evil elements are carrying out activities endangering
me under the pretext of ensuring my safety. I am taking measures to
calm thngs down. In a few days, when the situation becomes stable,
I will certainly meet you. If you have any internal directives for me,
please communicate them to me frankly through this messenger.
The Ddai Lama,
written by my own hand'
On the same day General Tan wrote to the Dalai Lama:
'To Dalai Lama:
The reactionaries have now become so audacious that they have
openly and arrogantly engaged in rnhtary provocations. They have
erected fortifications and posted large numbers of m a c h e guns and
armed reactionaries along the national defence highway (the highway
north of the Norbulingka) thereby very seriously hsrupting the security
of national defence communications.
On many occasions in the past, we told the kashal that the people's
Liberation Army is in duty bound to defend the country and to ensure
the protection of communications related to national defence; it
certainly cannot remain indifferent to this serious act of d t a r y
provocation. The Tibet M&tary Area Command has sent letters
therefore, to Surkong, Neusha, Shasu and Pala a s h g them to tell
the reactionaries to remove all the fortifications they have set up and to
withdraw from the highway irnmehately. Otherwise, they d have
to take f d responsibility themselves for the evil consequences. I
want to inform you of this. Please let me know what your views are
at your earliest convenience.
Salutations and best regards
Tan Kuan-san'
I.
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The Dalai Lama replied on 12th March:
'Dear Comrade Political Commissar Tan,
I suppose you have received my letter of yesterday forwardedto
Y ou by Ngapo (Apei). I have received the letter you sent me tbs
morning. The unlawful activities of the reactionary clique cause me
endless worry and sorrow. Yesterday I told the kasha to order the
immediate &ssolution of the illegal conference1 and the immediate
withdrawal of the reactionaries who arrogantly moved into the
~orbulingkaunder the pretext of protecting me. As to the incidents
of yesterday and the day before, which were brought about under the
pretext of ensuring my safety and have seriously estranged relations
between the Central People's Government and the local government, I
am making every possible effort to deal with them. At eight thirty
Peking time this morning, a few Tibetan army men suddenly fired
several shots near the Chinghai-Tibet Highway. Fortunately, no serious
disturbance occurred. I am planning to persuade a few subordinates
and give them instructions.
Please communicate to me frankly any instructive opinions you
have for me.
The Dalai'
General Tan answered on 15th March:
'Respected Dalai Lama,
I have the honour to acknowledge receipt of your two letters
dated March 11 and March 12. The traitorous activities of some reactionary elements among the upper social strata in Tibet have grown
to intolerable proportions. These inclviduals, in collusion with foreigners, have engaged in reactionary, traitorous activities for quite some
time. The Central People's Government has all along maintained a
magnanimous attitude and enjoined the local government of Tibet to
deal with them in all earnestness, but the local government of Tibet
has all along adopted an attitude of feigning compliance while actually
helping them in their activities, with the result that things have now
come to such a grave pass. The Central People's Government still
hopes that the local government of Tibet d l change its wrong attitude
and immediately assume responsibhty for putting down the rebellion
and mete out severe punishment to the traitors. Otherwise the central
People's Government will have to act itself to safeguard the solidariv
and unification of the motherland.
I.
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~nyour letter, you said: "As to the incidents. . which were brought
about under the pretext of ensuring my safety and have seriously
estranged relations between the Central People's Government and the
local government, I am making every possible effort to deal with them."
We warmly welcome this correct attitude on your part.
We are very much concerned about your present situation and
safety. If you think it necessary and possible to extricate yourself
from your present dangerous position of being held by the traitors,
we cordially welcome you and your entourage to come and stay for
a short time in the Military Area Command. We are w i h g to assume
full responsibility for your safety. As to what is the best course to follow,
it is entirely up to you to decide.
In addition, I have much pleasure in informing you that it has been
decided that the Second National People's Congress will open its
first session on April 17.
Salutations and best regards,
Tan Kuan-san'

The third and last letter of the Dalai Lama to General Tan was
written on 16th March. It reads:
'Dear Comrade Political Commissar Tan,
Your letter dated the 15th has just been received at three o'clock.
I am very glad
that
you are so concerned about my safety and hereby
express my thanks.
he day before yesterday, the fifth day of the second month
according to the Tibetan calendar, I made a speech to more than
seventy representatives of the government officials, instructing them
from various angles, calling on them to consider seriously present and
long-term interests and to calm down, otherwise my life would be in
danger. After these severe reproaches, things took a slight turn for the
better. Though the condtions here and outside are stdl very d~fficult
to handle at present, I am trying tactfully to draw a h e separating the
progressive people among the government officials from those opposing
the revolution. In a few days from now, when there are enough forces
I can trust, I shall make my way to the Military Area Command.
When that time comes, I shall first send you a letter. I request you to
adopt reliable measures. What are your views? Please write me
often.
The Dalai'
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When the Chinese discovered that the Dalai Lama had gone they
no attempt to pursue him. There was only one way for him to go-to
India. The routes in this wild country over which it was possible to
travel by horse were well known. There would have been no difficulty
in overtaking his party, including his mother, other elderly people and
children, who couldn't be expected to ride like cavalrymen. ~n fact
his movements were followed by observation aircraft and h s arrival
in India was reported by Peking radio before it was known in Delhi.
The Chinese Foreign Minister, Marshal Chen Yi, gave one good
reason why no attempt was made to capture the Dalai Lama when
he told us:
'It is certain that the rebel escort would have resisted any attempt
to contact him. They wouldn't have hesitated to shoot at our soldiers
and if their fire had been returned the Dalai Lama might have been
accidentally wounded, if not killed. W e didn't wish him to go.
W e believe he was taken against hs better judgment, expressed in his
letters to General Tan which accurately described the situation and his
personal dilemma. W e had no reason to harm him. His own account
of the rebellion proved his innocence of personal complicity in the
rebelhon whatever he may have said or been reported to have said
since-unless he now wishes to accuse himself of eight years of deception.,
Accordmg to Chinese military records, confirmed by the Dalai
Lama, who has not reported that any fighting took place when he
was in Lhasa, the rebellion flared into war at 3.40 a.m. on 20th March,
forty-eight hours after he was clear of the city.
The Chinese commander told Peking that the rebels then opened
fire from the Potala, the Norbulingka and Iron Hill. During the preceding week, he had confmed h s troops to barracks in accordance
with instructions from his government not to retaliate against demon220
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strations, however provocative, unless he was directly attacked. It
was not until 10 a.m., six hours and twenty minutes after the fmt
rebcl shots, that he received a radio message from Pelung authoriskg
lirn to take counter-action.
The Dalai Lama was told by refugees said to have escaped from
Lhasa, that by the end of thls day the Norb&lgka was a smoking
ruin full of dead. W e have already described how we found h s own
~alaceresidence-Chensel Phodrang-intact as he left it, as well as
all the other palaces of previous Bodies.
There was no atrocity story too lurid for Western newspapers to
believe or invent. Lamas had been slowly tortured and hung by the
heels from temple bells. We searched for those bells in Lhasa but
foui~dnone big enough to carry the weight of a cat. Accorhng to the
imaginative journalists the Panchen Lama was first murdered, then
abducted to Peking, now enthroned by the Chmese as the Fifteenth
Dalai Lama in the Potala. No nonsense was too nonsensical to accept.
But the Dalai Lama's correspondence with General Tan Kuan-san
had not been published then.
The Chinese have not criticised the Dalai Lama, let alone denounced
him, because they have no evidence that he was responsible for the
rebellion. They have only his own evidence, supplied by himself, that
he was an unwilling victim of it. They did not invent the story that he
was a prisoner of his own people. He told them so himself.
The rebellion in Lhasa lasted forty-eight hours, during which more
than 7,000 Tibetans surrendered to about I, 500 regular Chinese
troops.
The city hospital records show that fewer than a hundred injured
rebels were treated, the majority being walking wounded. It was
estimated that about 1,500 had run away but the exact number can
never be known. Also a great many wounded would not go to the
hospital unless they were taken as prisoners. From reports of Chinese
units engaged in the fighting, it was estimated that the total number of
Tibetan casualties was not more than 600 and fewer than half were
killed.
It took only three hours and one company of infantry, supported
by machine-pnners, to take Iron W, the highest point in the city
from which all Lhasa could be commanded by artillery. By seven
o'clock in the evening the Norbuhgka, where there were 3,000
rebels, had capitulated. The most stubborn fighting was at the Ranlogia
Monastery. By nightfall the only rebel forces in action were in the
Potala and the Jokhan. They had both surrendered by the foUowing
day.
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Had the rising been well organised and as popular and spontmeous
as the exiled government claims, the result could have meant the overwhelming defeat of the Chinese. For when it was all over, the
were found to have abandoned about 20,000 shells and s e ~ e n t y - ~ i ~
guns and machine-guns, more than 10,ooo rdes and nearly ten lnlLon
rounds of ammunition.
In the Loka area, the granary of Tibet, in the south-east, the revolt
lasted two weeks longer and it was estimated that more than 12,000
men were involved. By the end of April nearly 5,000 had surrendered.
In this guerilla fighting, as in most of the scattered engagements in Lhasa
itself, few on either side were killed.
The 1959 revolt was the end and not the beginning of rebellion in
Tibet.
The Chinese admit that as early as 1955-6 ~o,oooKhampas and
other guerillas were resisting the occupation of their country by the
Chnese forces.
In 1958 there was an outbreak in Kansu and Chinghai. The Chinese
claim to have discovered documents proving that this was inspired by
the monasteries and landlords who resisted any interference with their
authority and particularly any reduction in rents and taxes. They also
resented the abolition of monastic prisons and courts, which had tried
monastery serfs.
It ought not to be surprising that stories of atrocities by the Chmese
in Tibet are so readily accepted. The twentieth century has witnessed
more barbarous behaviour than any other. For those who remember
Italians killing defenceless Ethiopians with poison gas, the murder of
nuhons of Jews in Hitler's gas-chambers, Russian confessions of the
murder and repression of millions of innocent people by Stalin, no
human abomination is too monstrous to believe. It is only when we
can't bear to contemplate man's beastliness, perhaps because in moments
of appalling self-revelation it appears as a nightmare reflection of part
of our own nature, that we refuse to recognize it.
But the behaviour of the Chinese, like that of everyone else, is not a
matter of belief but of fact.
During our journeys we discovered no fact to justi6 the accusation
that they are oppressing, let alone destroying the Tibetan peopleInstead we saw how they had improved their condition. We could llot
judge t h s from our personal experience because we were not there
before the Communists arrived. ~ u itt was not necessary for US to
accept the word of the Communists that they were responsible for
the improvement to be convinced of it. W e came to this conclusion
by comparing descriptions of Tibet by previous Western travellers,
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some of whom now condemn the Chinese for committing genocide,
with what we saw. The oppressions and exploitations which they had
foundwere no longer to be seen.
~ u iftthe serfs welconled the C h e s e , why did so many resist them
2nd why did 20,000 escape to India with their owners?
The Chnese claim that, out of a population of one and a quarter
million, fewer than 30,000-includ~ng
the Khampas-joined in the
revolts. It was estimated by Chnese Army commanders that 7,000 of
those who fled to India had taken part in actual fighting.
They were told that the Cominunists lived on human flesh. that
thev and their families would be tortured and murdered if thevewere
caught. These were good reasons for beconing refugees. Since they
had been warned what would happen to them if they were taken
prisoner their assumption that thdk left behmd were'tortured and
killed is not surprising.
But how, if their stories were unreliable, did they convince a conlmittee of lawers that thev were true?
An attembt to answe; this question has been made by Miss Lois
Lang-Sims, the first organising secretary of the Tibet Society of the
United h g d o m , who went to India to meet refugees.'
She wrote a summary of the report of the committee of the
International Commission ofJurists, highlighting religious martyrdoms
and especially the accusation that the Communists had compelled
crowds of Tibetans to watch and take part in the torture and execution
of lamas and stole babies from their mothers to deport them to China.
She found she was never able to discover in these stories the 'ring of
authenticity' which was to be found in accounts of Nazi persecutions
of Jews. Taken collectively, she said, 'They convince me as being in
general true and yet I remain, against my own will, faintly doubtful of
each individual statement.'
During her third visit to India the uneasiness which she had already
felt when she contributed her 'impassioned' summary to the Tibet
Society's 'hand out' increased. For now, although an object of her
journey was to collect more stories from refugees, she says, 'Ifaikd
,,
to
obtain one which I could c~nscientioiousl~
pigeon-hole as "authentic
She explained she had learned by experience when t a l h g through
an interpreter ('as the members of the inquiry committee presumably
had to do in each instance9)how impossible it was to assess whether an
informant was describing something whch actually happened to
himself.
I
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Miss Lang-Sims wrote that the ordinary Tibetan was by nature
truthful and honest. But to rely on t h s without also recognising that
'his view of "truth" bears no relation to what the west would regard
as valid evidence, is dangerous. The Tibetan peasant has been accustomed from his cradle to accepting legend and fairy tale as literal truth.'
From C h n a the Dalai Lama is seen as a tragic figure, not because
he is a young king who has lost his kingdom, for in fact he was more
possessed than possessing, but because now his life as a Tibetan in
exile can only have purpose as long as he can believe that his people
are suffering the cruelties which torment hlm. It is to be hoped that
the day will also come when he will know, as we saw, that this image
of his country is as illusory as the happy Shangri-la which existed 0111~
in tile imaginations of those who have never been there and in which
no Tibetan ever lived.

Pathologist-new
Surgeon-new

Lhasa hospital

Lhasa hospital

LHASA IN LONDON

When we saw the last s u d g h t shining on the golden roofs of the
Potala as we left for the eastern grasslands on our way back to China,
we should have seen the last of the Holy City in t h s 'incarnation'. In
a few years we should be too old to ascend again to breathless heights.
But if we could never return to these heavenly scenes we could take
some of Lhasa home in a string bag. Alinost a year to the day since we
went to the Norbulingka for the last time, flame-coloured dahhas
from the Dalai Lama's palace bloomed in our London garden.
When we had arrived five weeks earlier the Tibetan uplands were a
caryet of flowers from the Clinghai road to the feet of the snow
mountains. Thousands of sinall mouse-hares scurried about the grass
searchng for food and great herds of horses and ponies, for whom
there was no shade in the treeless landscape, found refuge from the
burning sun in the water meadows by the river. Bridges and long
stretches of road had been washed away by floods wlich had piled
UP in the steep gorges and burst over the banks, which became shallower
as the river came into more level g o u n d , drowning the valley. Lorries
over which the waters had swept in their first frantic leap were
stranded, engulfed in mud.
Now the mountains were drained dry and the sun had baked
the earth to a brown desert. ~ u heavy
t
transport was already tearing
off the crust so that we drove through a dusty curtain a h n d r e d miles
thick.
All the flowers were dead. The mouse-hares had gone to their winter
sleep. The birds of prey had flown to look for their livings round the
lowland farms. Only yaks which could survive the high Tibetan winter
and thick-coated horses remaitled with the herdsmen and their farmlies
in their hamlets of black yak-hair tents which would keep out the cold
of an antarctic blizzard.
These were the last Tibetans to say goodbye to us. The men rode
P
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over on their fiery ponies followed by their women and children to
wave us on our way.
As our aircraft cliiilbed swiftly out of the airfield the ice-bound
horizon was lost instantly beneath a canopy of snow turning slowly to
red in the first light of dawn.
KOO She-lone dropped hls oxygen mask on to his chin and leaned
over to us. 'Well,' he said, 'do you think YOU found what you expected?'
I told him, 'There was once another tired journalist in a bar who
was asked by a companion if he always wrote the truth. He said: "I've
found the truth. I'm looking for something better."
'Some ~ e o p l eat home will expect us to tell them we found something much worse.'

APPENDIX I
C O N V E N T I O N OF 1 7 t h M A R C H 1890 B E W E E N
G R E A T B R I T A I N A N D C H I N A R E L A T I N G TO
S I K K I M A N D T I B E T , 27th A U G U S T 1890

WHERE
A S Her Majesty the Queen of the United Kingdom of Great Britain
and Ireland, Enlpress of India, and His Majesty the Eniperor of China, are
sincerely, desirous to maintain and perpetuate the relations of friendship and
good understanding which now exist between their respective Empires;
and whereas recent occurrences have tended towards a disturbance of the
said relations, and it is desirable to clearly define and permanently settle
certain matters connected with the boundary between Sikkim and Tibet,
Her Britannic Majesty and His Majesty the ~ k ~ e rof
o China
r
have resolved
to conclude a Convention on this subject, and have, for this purpose, named
Plenipotentiaries, that is to say:
Her Majesty the Queen of Great Britain and Ireland, his Excellency the
Most Honourable Henry Charles Keith Petty Fitzmaurice, G.M.s.I.,G.c.M.G.,
G.M.I.R., Marquess of Landsowne, Viceroy and Governor-General of
India;
And His Majesty the Emperor of China, his Excellency Sheng Tai,
Imperial Associate Resident in Tibet, Military Deputy Lieutenant-Governor;
Who, having met and communicated to each other their full powers,
and finding these to be in proper form, have agreed upon the following
Convention in eight Articles:
I. The boundary of Sikkim and Tibet shall be the crest of the mountainrange separating the waters flowing into the Sikkim Teesta and its affluents
from the waters flowing into the Tibetan Mochu and northwards into
other rivers of Tibet. The line commences at Mount Gipmochi on the Bhutan
frontier, and follows the above-mentioned water-parting to the point
where it meets Nepal territory.
11. It is admitted that the British Government, whose Protectorate over
the Sikkim State is hereby recognised, has direct and exclusive control over
the internal administration and foreign relations of that State, and except
through and with the permission of the British Government ileither the
Ruler of the State nor any of its officers shall have official relations of any
kind, formal or informal, with any other country.
111. The Government of Great Britain and Ireland and the Government of
China engage reciprocally to respect the boundary as defined in ~ r t i c l eI.
and to prevent acts of aggression from their respective sides of the frontier.
IV. The question of roviding increased facilities for trade across the
Sikkim-~ibetfrontier wil hereafter be discussed with a view to a rnutudy
satisfactory arrangement by the High Contracting Powers.
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V. The question of pasturage on the Sikkim side ofthe frontier is reserved
for further examination and future adjustment.
VI. The High Contracting Powers reserve for discussion and arrm e l m t
the method in which official communications between the British aut orities
in India and the authorities in Tibet shall be conducted.
~ 1 1 Two
.
joint Commissioners shall, within six months from the ratification of this Convention, be appointed, one by the British Government in
India, the other by the Chinese Resident in Tibet. The said Comlllissioners
shall meet and discuss the questions which, by the last three preceding
Articles, have been reserved.
vIII. The present Convention shall be ratified, and the ratifications shall
be exchanged in London as soon as possible after the date of the signature
thereof.
In witness whereof the respective negotiators have signed the same, and
affixed thereunto the seals of their arms.
Done in quadr~iplicateat Calcotta, this 17th day of March, in the year of
our Lord 1890,corresponding with the Chinese date, the 27th day of the
second moon of the 16th year of Kuang Hsu.

P;

LANSDOWNE,
Signature of the Chinese Plenipotentiary

APPENDIX I1
C O N V E N T I O N B E T W E E N GREAT BRITAIN A N D
T I B E T . S I G N E D A T L H A S A , 7 t h S E P T E M B E R 1904

WHEREAS
doubts and difficulties have arisen as to the meaning and validity
of the Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1890, and the Trade Regulations of
1893, and as to the liabilities of the Thibetan Government under these
Agreements; and whereas recent occurrences have tended towards a disturbance of the relations of friendship and good understanding which have
existed between the British Government and the Government of Thibet;
and whereas it is desirable to restore peace and amicable relations, and to
resolve and determine the doubts and difficulties as aforesaid, the said
Governments have resolved to conclude a Convention with these objects,
and the following Articles have been agreed upon by Colonel F. E. Younghusband, c.I.E., in virtue of full powers vested in him by HIS Britannic
Majesty's Government, and on behalf of that said Government, and LoSang Gyal-Tsen, the Ga-den Ti-Rimpoche, and the representatives of the
Council of the three monasteries Se-ra, Dre-pung, and Ga-den, and of the
ecclesiastical and lay officials of the National Assembly on behalf of the
Government of Thibet :I. The Government of Thibet engages to respect the Anglo-Chinese
Convention of 1890, and to recognise the frontier between Sikkim and
Thibet, as defined in Article I of the said Convention, and to erect boundary
pillars accordingly.
11. The Thibetan Government undertakes to open forthwith trade marts
to which aU British and Thibetan subjects shall have free right of access at
Gyantse and Gartok, as well as at Yatung.
The Regulations applicable to the trade mart at Yatung, under the AngloChinese Agreement of 1893, shall, subject to such amendments as may hereafter be agreed upon by common consent between the British and Thibetan
Governments, apply to the marts above mentioned.
In addition to establishing trade marts at the places mentioned, the
Thibetan Government undertakes to place no restrictions on the trade by
existing routes, and to consider the question of establishing fresh trade marts
under s i d a r conditions if development of trade requires it.
111. The question of the amendment of the Regulations of I 893 is reserved
for separate consideration, and the Thibetan Government undertakes to
appoint fully authorized delegates to negotiate with representatives of the
British Government as to the details of the amendments required.
IV. The Thibetan Government undertakes to levy no dues of any kind
other than those provided for in the tariff to be mutually agreed upon.
V. The Thibetan Government undertakes to keep the roads to Gyangtse
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and ~ a r t o kfrom the frontier clear of all obstruction and in a state of repair
suited to the needs of the trade, and to establish at Yatung, Gyan tse, and

f

and at each of the other trade marts that may hereafter e estab]ished, a Thibetan Agent who shall receive from the British Agent appointed
to watch over British trade at the marts in question any letter which the
latter may desire to send to the Thibetan or to the Chinese authorities. The
The Thibetan Agent shall also be responsible for the due delivery of such
communications and for the transmission of replies.
VI. As an indemnity to the British Government for the expense incurred
in the dispatch of armed troops to Lhasa, to exact reparation for breaches of
Treaty obligations, and for the insults offered to and attacks upon the British
Commissioner and his following and escort, the Thibetan Government
engages to pay a sum of A;SOO,OOO
(equivalent to 75 lakhs of rupees) to the
British Government.
The indenlnity shall be payable at such place as the British Government
may from time to time, after due notice, indicate, whether in Thibet or in
the' British districts of Darjeeling or Jalpaigori, in seventy-five annual
instalments of one lakh of rupees each on the 1st January in each year, beginning from the 1st January 1906.
VII. As security for the payment of the above-mentioned indemnity,and
for the fulfilment of the provisions relative to trade marts specified in
Articles 11, 111, IV, and V, the British Government shall continue to occupy
the Chumbi Valley until the indemnity has been paid, and until the trade
marts have been effectively opened for three years, whichever date may be
the later.
VIII. The Thibetan Government agrees to raze all forts and fortifications
and remove all armaments which might impede the course of free communication between the British frontier and the towns of Gyangtse and Lhasa.
IX. The Government of Thibet engages that, without the previous consent of the British Government:(a) N o portion of Thibetan territory shall be ceded, sold, leased,
mortgaged or otherwise given for occupation, to any Foreign
Power;
(b) N o such Power shall be permitted to intervene in Thibetan affairs;
(c) N o Representatives or Agents of any Foreign Power shall be
admitted to Thibet;
(d) N o concessions for railways, roads, telegraphs, mining or other
rights, shall be granted to any Foreign Power, or the subject of
any Foreign Power. In the event of consent to such Concessions
being granted, similar or equivalent Concessions shall be granted
to the British Government;
(e) N o Thibetan revenues, whether in kind or in cash, shall be
pledged or assigned to any Foreign Power, or to the subject of
any Foreign Power.
X. In witness whereof the negotiators have signed the same, 2nd
affixed thereunto the seals of their arms.
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Done in quintuplicate at Lhasa, this 7th day of September, in the year of
our ~ o r d ,1904, corresponding with the Thibetan date, the 27th of the
month of the Wood Dragon year.
(Thibet Frontier
~omnlission.)

F. E. YOUNGHUSBAND,
Colonel,
British Commissioner.

(Seal of British
Commissioner.)
(seal of
council.)

(Sea of the Dalai
Lama abed by
the Gaden
Ti-Rampoche.)

(Seal of
(Seal of
(Seal of
(Seal of
Dre-pung
Sera
National
Ga-den
Monastery.) Monastery.) Monastery.) Assembly.)

In proceeding to the signature of the Convention, dated this day, the
representatives of Great Britain and Thibet &clare that the English text
shall be binding.
(Thibet Frontier
Commission.)

(Seal of
Coud.)

F. E YOUNGHUSBAND,
Colonel,
British Commissioner.

(Seal of
(Seal of
Dre-pung
Sera
Monastery.) Monastery.)

(Seal of the D&
Lama a&ed by
the Ga-den
Ti-Rimpoche.)

(Seal of
(Seal of
National
Ga-den
~onastery.) Assembly.)
AMPTHILL,

Viceroy and Governor-General of India.
The Convention was ratified by the Viceroy and overn nor-Gened of
India in Council at Sirnla on the 11th day of November, 1904, subject to
reduction of the indemnity to 25 Lakhs of rupees and a declration that
British occupation of the Chumbi valley would cease after payment of three
annual instalmcnts of the indemnity, ~rovidedthat the Tibetans had complied
with the terms of the Convention in a l l other respects.

APPENDIX 111
C O N V E N T I O N B E T W E E N G R E A T BRITAIN AND
C H I N A R E S P E C T I N G T I B E T . S I G N E D A T PEKING,
z 7 t h A P R I L 1906 ( R A T I F I C A T I O N S E X C H A N G E D AT
L O N D O N , 2 3 r d J U L Y 1906)
(Signed also in Chinese)

WHERE
A S His Majesty the King of Great Britain and Ireland and of the
~ r i t i s hDominions beyond the Seas, Emperor of India, and His Majestythe
Emperor of China are sincerely desirous to maintain and perpet~~ate
the
relations of friendship and good understanding which now exist between
their respective Empires;
And whereas the refusal of Tibet to recognize the validity of or to carry
into full effect the provisions of the Anglo-Chinese Convention of March 17,
I 890, and Regulations of December 5 , I 893, placed the British Government
under the necessity of taking steps to secure their rights and interests under
the said Convention and Regulations;
And whereas a Convention of ten articles was signed at Lhasa on September 7, 1904, on behalf of Great Britain and Tibet, and was ratified by the
Viceroy and Governor-General of India on behalf of Great Britain on
November I I, 1904, a declaration on behalf of Great Britain modifying its
terms under certain conditions being appended thereto;
His Britannic Majesty and His Majesty the Emperor of China have
resolved to conclude a Convention on this subject and have for this purpose
named Plenipotentiaries, that is to say:His Majesty the King of Great Britain and Ireland:
Sir Ernest Mason Satow, Knight Grand Cross of the Most ~istinguished
Order of Saint Michael and Saint George, His said ~ a j e s t y ' sEnvoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to His Majesty the Emperor of China;
And His Majesty the Emperor of China:
His Excellency Tong S h ~ a - ~His
i , said ~ a j e s t ~~' s i Commissioner
~ h
Plenipotentiary and a Vice-President of the Board of Foreign Affairs; who
having communicated to each other their respective f d powers and fmding
them to be in good and true form have agreed upon and concluded the
following Convention in six articles:1. The Convention concluded on September 7, 1904, by Great Britain
and Tibet, the texts of which in English and Chinese are attached to the
present Convention as an annexe, is hereby confirmed, subject to the
modification stated in the declaration appended thereto, and both of the
High Contracting Parties engage to take at all tinles such steps as may be
necessary to secure the due fdfilment of the terms spec&ed therein.
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11. he Government of Great Britain engages not to annex Tibetm
territory or to interfere in the administration of Tibet. The Government of
China also undertakes not to permit any other foreign state to interfere with
the territory or internal administration of Tibet.'
111. The Concessions which are mentioned in Article IX(d) of the Convention concluded on September 7th, 1904, by Great Britain and Tibet are
denied to any state or to ihe subject of any state other than China, but it has
been arranged with China that at the trade marts specified in Article II of
the aforesaid Convention Great Britain shall be entitled to lay down telegraph
lines connecting with India.
IV. The provisions of the Anglo-Chinese Convention of 1890 and Regulations of 1893 shall, subject to the terms of this present Convention and
annexe thereto, remain in full force.
V. The English and Chinese texts of the resent Convention have been
carefully compared and found to correspond, ut in the event of there being
any difference of meaning between them the English text shall be authoritative.
VI. This Convention shall be ratified by the Sovereigns of both countries
and ratifications shall be exchanged at London within three nionths after
the date of signature by the ~1enGotentiariesof both Powers.
In token whereof the respective Plenipotentiaries have signed and sealed
this Convention, four copies in English and four in Chinese.
Done at Peking this twenty-seventh day of April, one thousand nine
hundred and six, being the fourth day of the fourth month of the thirtysecond year of the reign of Kuang-hsu.

f,

ERNEST SATOW
(Signature and Seal of the Chinese Plenipotentiary.)

I . Authors' Note: Since by this Convention China's sovereign rights itr Tibet were implicitly
!ecosnised, there was no question of her agreeing, as Britain agreed, not to annex Tibetan territory or
Interfere i n the administration ofthe country.

Q

APPENDIX IV
C O N V E N T I O N B E T W E E N GREAT BRITAIN AND
RUSSIA R E L A T I N G TO PERSIA, AFGHANISTAN
A N D TIBET. S I G N E D A T ST. PETERSBURG,
31st A U G U S T 1907.
H I S Majesty the King of the United Kingdon1 of Great Britain and Ireland
and of the British Donliilions beyond the Seas, E~llperorof India, and His
Majesty the Emperor of All the Russias, animated by the sincere desire to
settle by ~llutilalagreement different questions concerning the interests of
their States on the Continent of Asia, have determined to conclude Agreements destined to prevent all cause of misunderstanding between Great
Britain and Russia in regard to the questions referred to, and have nominated
for this purpose their respective Plenipotentiaries, to wit:
His Majesty the King of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland
and of the British Dominions beyond the Seas, Emperor of India, the Right
~ o n o o r a b l eSir Arthur Nicolson, His Majesty's Ambassador Extraordinary
and Plenipotentiary to His Majesty the Emperor of All the Russias;
His Majesty the Enlperor of All the Russias, the Master of his Coort
Alexander Iswolsky, Minister for Foreign Affairs;
Who, having communicated to each other their full powers, found in
good and due form, have agreed on the following:
ARRANGEMENT C O N C E R N I N G THIBET
The Governments of Great Britain and Russia recognising the suzerain rights
of China in Thibet, and considering the fact that Great Britain, by reason
of her geographical position, has a special interest in the maintenance of the
status quo in the external relations of Thibet, have made the following
arrangement:
ARTICLE I

The two High Contracting Parties engage to respect the territorial integrity
of Thibet and to abstain from all interference in the internal administration.

A R T I C L E I1

of the suzerainty of China over
Thibet, Great Britain and Russia engage not to enter into negotiations with
Thibet except through the intermediary of the Chinese Governnlent. This
2 34
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engagement does not exclude the direct relations between ~ r i t i s hCornmer-

'ill Agents and the Thibetan authorities provided for in Ardcle V of the
collvention between Great Britain and Thibet of the 7th September r ~ q ,
and confirmed by the Convention between Great BritaLl and China of the
z7th ~ ~ r1906;
i l nor does it nlod~fythe engagements entered into by Grea
Britain and China in Article I of the said Convention of 1906.
~t is clearly understood that Buddhists, subjects of Great Britain or of
Russia, may enter into direct relations on strictly religious matters with the
Dalai Lama and the other representatives of Buddhism in Thibet; the
Governments of Great Britain and Russia engage, as far as they are concerned,
not to allow those relations to infringe the stipulations of the present
arrangement.

A R T I C L E 111

The British and Russian Governnlents respectively engage not to send
Representatives to Lhasa.

ARTICLE IV

The two High Contracting Parties engage neither to seek nor to obtain,
whether for themselves or their subjects, any Concessions for railways, roads,
telegraphs, and mines, or other rights in Thibet.

ARTICLE V

The two Governments agree that no part of the revenues of Thibet, whether
in kind or in cash, shall be pledged or assigned to Great Britain or Russia or
to any of their subjects.
Annexe to the arrangement between Great Britain and Russia concerning
Thibet.
Great Britain reaffirms the declaration, signed by His Excellency the
Viceroy and Governor-General of India and appended to the ratification of
the Convention of the 7th September 1904, to the effect that the occupation
of the Chumbi Valley by British forces shall cease after the payment of three
annual instalments of the indemnity of 25 Lakhs of Rupees, provided that
the trade marts mentioned in Article 11 of that Convention have been
effectively opened for three years, and that in the meantime the Thibetan
authorities have faithfully complied in all respects with the terms of the said
Convention of 1904. It is clearly understood that if the occupation of the
Chumbi Valley by the British forces has, for any reason, not been terminated
at the time anticipated in the above Declaration, the British and Russian
Governments will enter upon a friendly exchange of views on this subject.
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The present Convention shall be ratsed, and the ratification exchanged
at st. Petersburgh as soon as possible.
In witiless whereof the respective Plenipotentiaries have signed the
resent
Convention and afixed thereto their seals. Done in duplicate at
Y
st. ~etersburgh,the 18th ( w t ) August 1907.

Note: The Tibetans and Chinese were not notified of the conclusion
of this treaty.

APPENDIX V
C O N V E N T I O N BETWEEN GREAT BRITAIN,
C H I N A , A N D T I B E T . SIMLA 1 9 1 4

H I SMajesty the King of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland
and of the British Donlinions beyond the Seas, Emperor of India, His
~xceuencythe President of the Republic of China, and His Holiness the
Dalai Lama of Tibet, being sincerely desirous to settle by mutual agreement
various questions concerning the interests of their several States on the
continent of Asia, and further to regulate the relations of their several
Governments, have resolved to conclude a Coilvention on this subject and
have nominated for this purpose their respective Plenipotentiaries, that is
to say:
His Majesty the King of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Ireland and of the British Dominions beyond the Seas, Emperor of India,
Sir Arthur Henry McMahon, Knight Grand Cross of the Royal Victorian
Order, Knight Colllrnander of the Most Eminent Order of the Indian
Empire, Coinpanion of the Most Exalted Order of the Star of India, Secretary
to the Government of India, Foreign and Political Department;
His Excellency the President of the Repilblic of China, Monsieur Ivan
Chen, Officer of the Order of the Chia Ho;
His Holiness the Dalai Lama of Tibet, Lonchen Ga-den Shatra Pal-jor
Dorje; who having communicated to each other their respective full powers
and finding them to be in good and due form have agreed upon and concluded the following Convention in eleven Articles:

ARTICLE I

The Conventions specified in the Schedule to the present Convention shall,
except in so far as they inay have been modified by, or may be inconsistent
with or repugnant to, any of the provisions of the present Convention,
contiilue to be binding upon the High Contracting Parties.

ARTICLE 2

The Governments of Great Britain and China recognising that Tibet is under
the suzerainty of C h a , and recognising also the autonoiny of Outer Tibet,
engage to respect the territorial integrity of the country, and to abstain from
interference in the administration of Outer Tibet (including the selection and
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installation of the Dahi Lama), which shall remain in the hands of the Tibeta
Government at Lhasa.
The Government of China engages not to convert Tibet into Chinese
province. Tllc Goverilment of Great Britain engages not to annex Tibet or
any portion of it.

ARTICLE

3

Recognising the special interest of Great Britain, in virtue of the geographical
position of Tibet, in the existeilce of an effective Tibetan Government, and
in the nlaintenance of peace and order in the neighbourhood of the frontiers
of India and adjoining States, the Government of China engages, except as
provided in Article 4 of this Convention, not to send troops into Outer
Tibet, nor to station civil or military officers, nor to establish Chinese
colonies in the country. Should any such troops or officialsremain in Outer
Tibet at the date of the signature of this Convention, they shall be withdrawn within a period not exceeding three months.
The Government of Great Britain engages not to station military or civil
officersin Tibet (except as provided in the Convention of September 7,1904,
between Great Britain and Tibet) nor troops (except the Agents' escorts),
nor to establish colonies in that country.

ARTICLE

4

The foregoing Article shall not be held to preclude the continuance of the
arrangement by which, in the past, a Chinese high official with suitable
escort has been maintained at Lhasa. but it is herebv L~rovidedthat the said
escort shall in no circun~stancesexceed 300 men.
/

ARTICLE

5

The Governments of China and Tibet engage that they will not enter into
any negotiations or agreements regarding Tibet with one another, or with
any other Power, excepting such negotiations and agreements between
Great Britain and Tibet as are provided for by the Convention of September
7 I904 between Great Britain and Tibet and the Convention of Aprd 27
1906 between Great Britain and Clina.

Article I11 of the Convention of April 27 1906 between Great Britain and
China is hereby cancelled, and it is understood that in Article IX(d) ofthe
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convention of September 7 I904 between Great Britain and Tibet the term
'Foreign Power' does not include China.
~ oless
t favourable treatment shall be accorded to British cornmerce than
to the coinnlerce of China or the most favoured nation.
ARTICLE

7

(a) The Tibet Trade Regulations of 1893 and 1908 are hereby cancelled.
(b) The Tibetan Goveri~mentengages to negotiate with the British
Government new Trade Regulations for Outer Tibet to give effect to
Articles 11, IV and V of the Convention of September 7 1904 between
Great Britain and Tibet without delay; provided always that such Regulations shall in no way inodify the present Convention except with the
consent of the Chinese Government.

The British Agent who resides at Gyantse may visit Lhasa with his escort
whenever it is necessary to consult with the Tibetan Government regarding
matters arising out of the Convention of September 7 1904, between Great
Britain and Tibet, w h c h it has been found impossible to settle at Gyantse
by correspondence or otherwise.
ARTICLE

9

For the purpose of the present Convention the borders of Tibet, and the
boundary between Outer and Inner Tibet, shall be as shown in red and blue
respectively on the map attached hereto.
Nothing in the present Convention shall be held to prejudice the existing
rights of the Tibetan Government in Inner Tibet, which include the power
to select and appoint the h g h priests of monasteries and to retain full control
in all matters affecting religious institutions.
ARTICLE 10

The English, Chinese and Tibetan texts of the present Convention have been
carefully examined and found to correspond, but in the event of there being
any difference of meaning between them the English text shall be authoritative.
ARTICLE I1

The present Convention will take effect from the date of signature.
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token whereof the respective Pleni otentiaries have signed a d sealed
this Convention, three copies in Englis\, three in Chinese and three in
Tibetan. Done at Simla t h s t h r d day of July, A.D., one thousand nine
hundred and fourteen, corresponding with the Chinese date, the third day
of the seventh month of the t h r d year of the Republic, and the Tibetan
date, the tenth day of the fifth month of the Wood-Tiger year.
~nitialof the Lonchen Shatra.
seal of the ~ o n c h e nShatra.

(Initialled) A.H.M.
Seal of the British Plenipotentiary.

This Convention was signed by the Chinese representative but hir
signature was repudiated by the Chinese Government whch refused to
recognise it.
O n 14 October 1954 the Indian Government recognising Tibet as part
of the People's Republic of China concluded a trade agreement with Peking

APPENDIX VI
T H E CHINESE-TIBETAN AGREEMENT
OF 23rd M A Y 1951
Text of 'Agreement of the Central People's Government and the Local
Government of Tibet on Measures for the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet'.
The Tibetan nationality is one of the nationalities with a long history within
the boundaries of China and, like many other nationalities, it has done its
glorious d ~ l t yin the course of the creation and development of the great
motherland. But over the last IOO years or niore, imperialist forces psnetrated into China, and in conse uence also penetrated into the Tibetan
region and carried out all kinds of eceptions and provocations. Like previous
reactionary governments, the Kuomintang reactionary government continued to carry out a policy of oppressing and sowing dissension anlong the
nationalities, causing division and disunity among the Tibetan people. And
the Local Government of Tibet did not oppose the imperialist deception
and provocations, and adopted an unpatriotic attitude towards the great
motherland. Under such conditions, the Tibetan nationality and people
were plunged into the depths of enslavement and sufferings. In 1949, basic
victory was achieved on a nation-wide scale in the Chinese People's War
of Liberation; the common domestic enemy of all nationalities-the Kuomintang reactionary government-was overthrown; and the common
foreign enemy of all nationalities-the aggressive imperialist forces-driven
out. O n this basis, the founding of the People's Republic of China and of the
Central People's Government was announced. In accordance with the
Common Programme passed by the Chinese People's Political Consultative
Conference, the Central People's Government declared that all nationalities
within the boundaries of the people's Republic of China are equal, and that
they shall establish unity and mutual aid and oppose imperialism and their
own public enemies so that the People's ~ e ~ u b lofi cChina will become a big
family of fraternity and co-operation, composed of all its nationalities.
Within the big family of all nationalities of the People's Republic of China
national regional autonomy shall be exercised in areas where national minorities are concentrated, and all national minorities shall have freedom to develop
their spoken and written languages and to preserve or reform their customs,
habits and religious beliefs, and the central People's Government shall
assist all national minorities to develop their political, econonlic, cultural
and educational construction work. Since then, all nationalities within the
country, with the exception of those in the areas of Tibet and Taiwan
(Formosa), have gained liberation. Under the unified leadership of the Central People's Government and the direct leadership of higher levels of people's
Governments, dl national minorities have fully enjoyed the right of
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equality and have exercised, or are exercising, national regional
autononly. In order that the influences of aggressive irilperialist forces in
Tibet might be successfully eliminated, the unification of the territory
sovereignty of the People's Republic of China accomplished, and natiollal
defence safeguarded; hl order that the Tibetan nationality md people
might be freed and return to the big fanlily of the I'eoplc's Republic of
China to enjoy the same rights of national equality as all the other national.
itics in the country and develop their political, economic, cidti~ralalld educational work; the Central People's Govemmcnt, when it ordered the
~ ~ ~ ~
Liberation
l e ' s Arllly to lnarcll into Tibet, notified the Local Govcmnlellt of Tibct to send delcgates to the cciltral authorities to conduct talks for
the concltlsiotl of 'an agrectllent on nleasilres for the peaceful liberation of
Tibet. At the latter part of April 1951, the delegates with full powers of the
Local Government of Tibet arrived in Peking. The Central People's Government appointed reprcsentatives with full powers to conduct talks on a
friendly basis with the delegates with full powers of the Local Government
of Tibet. As a result of the talks, both parties agreed to establish this agreement and ensure that it be carried into effect.
I. The Tibetan people shall unite and drive out imperialist aggressive
forces from Tibet; the Tibetan people shall return to the big family of the
motherland-the People's Republic of China.
2. The Local Government of Tibet shall actively assist the People's
Liberation Army to enter Tibet and consolidate the national defences.
3. In accordance with the policy towards nationalities laid down in the
Common Programme of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference, the Tibetan people have the right of exercising national regional
autonomy under the unified leadership of the Central People's Government.
4. The central authorities will not alter the existing political system in
Tibet. The central authorities also will not alter the established status,
functions and powers of the Dalai Lama. Oficials of various ranks shall
hold ofice as usual.
5 . The established status, functions and powers of the Panchen ~ ~ o e r h tehni shall be maintained.1
6 . By the established status, functions and powers of the ~ a l a Lama
i
and of the Panchen Ngoerhtehni are meant the Gatus, functions and powers
of the I 3 th Dalai Lama and of the 9th Panchen Ngoerhtehni when they were
in friendly and amicable relations with each other.
7. The policy of freedom of religious belief laid down in the Common
Programme of the Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference shall
be carried out. The religious beliefs, customs and habits of the Tibetan people
shall be respected, and lama monasteries shall be protected. The central
authorities will not effect n change in the income of ihe monasteries.
8. Tibetan troops shall be re-organized step by step into the people's
Liberation Army, and become a part of the national defence forces of the
People's Republic of China.
I.

Panchen Lama
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g. he spoken and written language and school education of the Tibetm
natiollality shall be developed step by step in accordance with the actual
conditions in Tibet.
ro. Tibetan agriculture, livestock raisin industty and commerce
be developed step by step, and the people s livelihood shall be improved
step by step in accordance with the actual conditions in Tibet.
1 1 . In nintters rclated to various reforms in Tibet, there will be no
compulsion on the part of the central authorities. The Local Government
of Tibet sllould carry out reforms on its own accord, and when the eople
raisc delllands for refor~n,they shall be settled by mems of cons tation
with the leading persoilnel of Tibct.
12. In so far as for~ncrpro-imperialist and pro-Koonlintang officials
resolutcly sever relations with imperialism and the Kuornintang and do not
engage in sabotage or resistance, they tnay continue to hold ofice irrespective
of their past.
13. The People's Liberation Army entering Tibet shall abide by all the
above-nientioned policies and shall also be fair in all buying and selling and
shall not arbitrarily take a needle or thread from the people.
14. The Central People's Govemment shall have centralised handling
of all external affairs of the area of Tibct; and there will be peaceful coexistence with neighbouring countries and establishment and development
of fair cotnmercial and trading relations with them on the basis of equality,
mutual benefit and mutual respect for territory and sovereignty.
I S . In order to ensure the implementation of this agreement, the Central
People's Government shall set up a military and administrative committee
and a military area headquarters in Tibet, and apart from the personnel sent
there by the central People's Government shall absorb as many local
Tibetan ersonnel as possible to take part in the work.
Loca Tibetan personnel taking part in the military and administrative
comnlittee may include patriotic elements from the ~ o c a Govemment
l
of
Tibet, various districts and various principal monasteries; the name-list
shall be set forth after consultation between the representatives designated
by the Central people's Government and various quarters concerned, and
shall be submitted to the Central People's Government for appointment.
16. Funds needed by the militaly and administrative committee, the
inilitary area headquarters and the people's Liberation Army entering Tibet
shall be provided by the Central people's Govemment. The L O C ~Govemment of Tibet should assist the people's Liberation Army in the ~~irchase
and transport of food, fodder and other daily necessities.
17. This agreement shall come into force immediately after signatures
and seals are affixed to it.
Signed and sealed by:

F,

J

P

Delegates of the Central People's Government with full powers:
Chief Delegate:
LI WEI-HAN
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Delegates:
CHANG CHINGWU
CHANG KUO-HUA
SUN CHIH-YUAN

Delegates with fill1 powers of the Local Government of Tibet:
Chief Delegate:
KALOON NGABOU NGAWANG JIGME

Delegates :
DZASAK KHEMEY SONAM WANGDI
KHENTRUNG THUPTEN TENTHAR
KHENCHUNG THUPTEN LEKMUUN
RIMSHI SAMPOSEY TENZIN THUNDUP

Peking, 23rd May 1951
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