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The snow has fallen, but don’t be sad,
After the snowfall, comes the warmth of the sun.

—Traditional Tibetan folk song sung by Ama Adhe

This work 1s dedicated to the memory of Iryne,
who taught me to care.



PART 1
A STRANGE LIBERATION
1en Truths About Tibet






A Strange Liberation:
Ten Truths About Tibet

There are places on this planet that are sacred, where the spirit
rises and the divine descends to meet the heart of human con-
sciousness. In the natural geography of our world system we
look up to find the infinite, to the life-giving sun, the soothing
love-light of the moon, the incalculable messages of the
constellated stars. We look up to the illuminated mysteries of
the heavens, to reawaken a deeply foreshadowed memory of
beyond.

We experience our lives as earthbound, weighed down by
gravity in a physical form that will in its ime betray us, decay
from pleasure to pain to leave in the end a spent carcass back
in the mud of our beginnings.

To find transcendence from this physical plane of time and
death we look up. We look up to the mountains, to the realm
of the gods, to the almost unattainable, the snow-fields of
cloud, where the material earth reaches out to the ethereal sky.

We look up to cosmic mountains, to Mount Meru, the center
of the Hindu and Buddhist universe, the jewel mountain sur-
rounded by seven encircling seas. We imagine mountains as
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the embodiment of the spirit of our faith, as the four sacred di-
rectional mountains of Buddhist China, where the bodhi-
sattvas of each mountain appear to pilgrims as wise and ancient
hermits. We look up to mountains of revelation — Mount
Sinai, where the Lord was revealed in storm and fire and the
ten commandments were delivered to Moses as the moral
bedrock of western civilization. From mountains we receive
wisdom, as when Jesus, “seeing the multitudes, went up on a
mountain” to deliver a sermon of surpassing compassion and
peace, and included the words, “Blessed are those who are
persecuted for righteousness’ sake.” We look out from moun-
tains of vision, as Han-shan, the Chinese hermit poet looked
out from Cold Mountain and wrote,

High, high from the summit of the peak,
Whatever way I look, no limit in sight.

There, at the top of the world, is the jumping-off point, where
the spirit soars, the peak of existence. There, we remember, at
the top of the world, is what we always knew. Freedom, peace,
light, are high things. They gravitate, they levitate, to high
places. To find the sacred places of this world we look up.

Tibet has been called the “Altar of the Earth.”? It is the high-
est inhabited plateau in the world, and it contains some of the
world’s highest mountains. Open your atlas and see. Look at
any physical map of central Asia and immediately it is there, its
shape clearly defined by the color-code of altitude, a diving
swirl of white and mauve set off by the unarguable fact of
immoveable mountains from the diminishing browns and
mustards and greens of its neighbors below.

The first truth about Tibet: By the hard rocks of geography
Tibet is not China, not India, Burma, or Nepal. Those are the
lowlands, terrestrial worlds, tapering down from the high altar
of the Tibetan peaks, down to touch the outer seas. Tibet
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stands above. It is a place where the habitable lands lie be-
tween 10,000 and 15,000 feet above sea level and the mountain
passes rise to 18,000 feet. You can walk through an upland pas-
ture in Kham at the same altitude that you fly in a jet airplane
from Chicago to Milwaukee. The sky is an uncanny color of
blue; rainbows tumble from mountain mists. And most of
Asia’s mighty rivers plunge to their distant destinations from
the trickling streams of Tibet’s melting spring snows.

It 1s a vast area, half a million square miles, the better part of
western Europe. Its population, never accurately counted, was
estimated by the Tibetan Government to be about six million.
Their early ancestry is obscure but generally traced to nomadic
tribes of herders who ranged across the eastern regions of Cen-
tral Asia. The second truth about Tibet: Racially, Tibetans are
not Chinese. They are visibly of a different racial stock, and in
fact the Chinese have always recognized them as a separate
race. Physically, Tibetans resemble no group more than the
Navajo Indians of the American Southwest.

Tibet enters recorded history in the middle of the seventh
century when the unstable assortment of clans and localized
noble lords unite in support of a unified monarchy in the per-
son of the king of the Yarlung Valley. With astonishing rapid-
ity they forge a political and military entity that expands
Tibetan borders in every direction. By 640 C.E. they have
taken such a bite out of the western edges of the Empire of the
Tang Dynasty that the Chinese find it prudent to make a
peace offering of a princess bride to King Songtsen Gampo.

But this was only the beginning of over two hundred years of
Tibetan military expansionism. To the north they took control
of strategic points on the trade routes, cutting China off from
its westerly provinces and establishing Tibet as the dominant
force in Central Asia. The Tibetans gobbled up, held and ad-
ministered the Chinese province of Gansu, large chunks of
Sichuan, and Yunnan. The Chinese records show that in the
year 763 C.E. they were paying an annual tribute to the Tibet-
ans of 50,000 rolls of silk. At the peak of their power the Tibet-
ans captured Chang’an, the capital of the Chinese Empire,
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and for a time even placed their own puppet on the throne.

In 821 C.E. a treaty was concluded between the two powers
and recorded in both the Tibetan and Chinese languages on a
pillar in Lhasa. The text of the treaty begins:

The Great King of Tibet, the Miraculous Divine
Lord, and the Great King of China, the Chinese Ruler
Hwang-ti, being in the relationship of nephew and
uncle, have conferred together for the alliance of their
kingdoms. They have made and ratified a great agree-
ment. Gods and men all know it and bear witness so
that it may never be changed....

Tibet and China shall abide by the frontiers of
which they are now in occupation. All to the east is
the country of Great China; and all to the west is,
without question, the country of Great Tibet. Hence-
forth on neither side shall there be waging of war nor
seizing of territory.’

The third truth about Tibet: From its inception as a unified
state Tibet was a sovereign and independent nation, recog-
nized and treated as such by a respectful — and at times intimi-
dated — neighbor, China.

In the course of their foreign excursions the Tibetans found
Buddhist culture flowering in every direction. King Songtsen
Gampo’s Chinese and Nepalese princess brides each
brought — along with their own Buddhist faith — an image of
the Buddha. Chapels were built, and these two images be-
came the most holy in all of Tibet. During his reign the King
sent his minister, Thonmi Sambhota, to India to devise a
script for the Tibetan language, and upon his return he intro-
duced the Tibetan alphabet, based upon the Indian Gupta
script. The fourth truth is that the Tibetan language is histori-
cally and structurally unrelated to Chinese. The only Chinese
to be found in Tibetan is a few loanwords, mainly describing
Chinese objects.

So began an extraordinary process of cultural importation
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and assimilation that has no apparent counterpart in world his-
tory. For the next four hundred years the Tibetans applied
their national wealth and energy to the adoption of Buddhism,
translating its literature from Indian Sanskrit sources and inte-:
grating Buddhist monastic social structures into the socio-eco-
nomic life of the country.

In its initial phase Buddhism took hold gradually, and under
the patronage of the Dharma Kings it was confined to the
noble class. By the late eighth century the first monastery had
been built at Samye, under the spiritual direction of the Indian
sage Shantarakshita. It was at Samye, around 792 C.E., that, ac-
cording to tradition, a decisive debate was conducted between
Shantarakshita’s disciple Kamalashila and the Chinese monk
Hoshang Mahayana to determine whether Tibet should pur-
sue the Indian system of Buddhist teaching or the Chinese.

According to the Indian scholastic tradition, enlightenment
is attained by a gradual process, over many lifetimes, based on
a vast accumulation of merit, the cultivation of single-pointed
concentration, and the incisive application of analysis to pro-
duce insight into the ultimate nature of reality.

The Chinese school emphasized the inherent Buddha-na-
ture alive but dormant in all beings, and based its practice on
the possibility of spontaneously and suddenly awakening this
natural state. Kamalashila argued for the need to meditate by
means of analysis in order to realize the true nature of things -
their origination in dependence on causes and conditions,
their emptiness of any inherent and independent existence.
The Chinese approach rejected analysis, and based its medita-
tive practice on non-conceptuality, a state of actualized empti-
ness, in which the natural state of Buddhahood could
spontaneously arise.

The historical records of this debate are obscure, but the tra-
dition tells us that the judgment went for Kamalashila, and the
Indian teaching was declared the orthodox system for the fu-
ture of Buddhism in Tibet. Although the ideas and practices
characteristic of the Chinese tradition were never truly ex-
punged from the diverse lineages of Tibet, the rejection of
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Chinese Buddhism was in fact a rejection of Chinese influ-
ence on Tibetan culture. From the time of the Samye debate
Tibet turned its attention to Indian Buddhism, drawing its re-
ligious literature and its lineages of practice almost exclusively
from the holy land of the Buddha.

The breakup of a unified Tibet in 842 C.E. seems in part to
have stemmed from a reaction by conservative forces opposed
to the rising political influence of Buddhist monks, and the
increasing displacement of traditional religious practice, called
Bon, by the newly imported religion. Whether or not there was
an actual suppression of Buddhism at this time, certainly the
organized introduction of Buddhism under the patronage of
powerful kings came to a halt. For 150 years Buddhism in Ti-
bet must have simmered quietly, based on the foundations
laid during the time of the Dharma Kings.

By the end of the tenth century the revival of Buddhism was
evident in both Western and Eastern Tibet, and soon activity
was apparent in Central Tibet as well. The process of cultural
importation reached its peak in 1042 with the arrival of Atisha,
perhaps the greatest Indian Buddhist master of his age. This
sage was repeatedly invited to Tibet by the kings of Western
Tibet and was eventually paid vast sums in gold to come to
Tibet and teach. Atisha’s authority as an Indian master, his
emphasis on the morality of traditional monasticism and the
philosophical traditions of Indian Buddhism, gave a solid and
orthodox foundation to future developments in Tibet. “From
this time on the Tibetans clearly began to subordinate every-
thing else to the propagation of their holy religion.”*

During the very period when Buddhism was in decline in its
native India the Tibetans were translating and absorbing its
entire corpus of theory and practice. By the time the Turkic
Muslims invading North India delivered the mortal blow to
Indian Buddhism by sacking its most important monastic cen-
ters, Tibet was well established as a treasure house of Bud-
dhism in Asia, carrying on the lineages of late Indian
Buddhism, with the better part of Indian Buddhist canonical
literature available in Tibetan translation.
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To this huge volume of literature in translation the Tibetans
added thousands of volumes of their own, writing in their na-
tive language commentaries, manuals, and philosophical
works that rose to a level of scholarship and philosophical so-
phistication equal to any of the great civilizations of world
history.

Buddhism provided Tibet not just the dominant religion,
but also the fundamental world-view, the unifying cement of
the society that pervaded every aspect of the spiritual, cultural,
and economic life of the country. The physical isolation and
magical land- and sky-scapes created a realm ideal for spiritual
endeavor and transformation. Isolated mountain caves offered
silence and renunciation to practitioners on extended inten-
sive meditation retreats. And scholarship flourished at the
many thousands of monasteries which grew up in towns and
villages throughout the country. Some of these monastic cen-
ters developed into huge and powerful institutions, dominat-
ing the economic life of their communities and wielding great
influence in the worldly domain of politics.

The Tibetan people, who during the pre-Buddhist era of
military dominance were described in Chinese records as a
barbarian tribe of savage warriors who painted their faces red
with ocher, became a people permeated with faith and devo-
tion toward the Three Jewels of Buddhism — the three objects
of faith to which a Buddhist looks for protection and guidance
on the path to becoming a better person, and ultimately a fully
enlightened Buddha.

The first of the Three Jewels is the Buddha, the one who
succeeded in his own spiritual quest, perfected his qualities of
morality and compassion, and applied his powerful meditative
concentration to the nature of reality, until he attained the en-
lightened understanding of its ultimate nature of suffering,
impermanence, and interdependent origination.

The second jewel is the Dharma: On one level, Dharma is
the religious system, embodied in written texts, that the Bud-
dha taught so that others could follow his method. On a deeper
level, Dharma refers to the actual realizations that come in the
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course of the path, and the cessation of delusion and suffering
brought about by these realizations.

The third jewel is the Sangha: On the highest level the
Sangha are those who have directly realized the interdepen-
dence of existence, which is the true nature of all things. But
in its more common usage the Sangha is the community of or-
dained monks and nuns, as well as highly accomplished lay
practitioners, who exemplify the Buddhist path and behave as
spiritual friends, accompanying the practitioner along the way.
It is estimated that fifteen to twenty percent of the male popu-
lation of Tibet entered the monasteries. There was no family
that did not have a son, a brother, or an uncle who was a monk,
and the monks were everywhere venerated. The monasteries
were the cultural centers of the society, places where yak-
herding peasant boys became literate students, sometimes
brilliant scholars, and occasionally highly realized saints.

Religion came to permeate every element of the society,
from deciding when to plant the barley in a remote village, to
the selection of a new Dalai Lama, the supreme spiritual and
temporal leader of the country. Every road was lined with
stones carved with the mantra Om Man: Padme Hum, the man-
tra of Avalokiteshvara, the manifestation of the Buddha’s com-
passion and the patron deity of Tibet, incarnating since the
fifteenth century in the lineage of Dalai Lamas. It might seem
that every peasant, monk and trader walking down those roads
was carrying a rosary and peacefully muttering that mantra.

Tibet was certainly one of the most intensely religious coun-
tries that the world has ever known, a hidden land, a society
uniquely organized to support and benefit those who sought
to spend their lives in the spiritual pursuit of mystical self-
transformation.

We have lingered in our consideration of the absorption of
Buddhism into Tibetan life in order to emphasize the fifth and
sixth truths about Tibet: Buddhism flows in the veins of the
Tibetan people, and to try to extract Buddhism from Tibetan
life is to murder the civilization.

The sixth truth: To the extent that Tibetan culture is Bud-
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dhist culture it is Indo-Tibetan Buddhism we refer to. Tibet
was influenced only at the margins by Chinese culture. “From
the end of the royal period (approximately 842 C.E.) onward
Chinese studies were never fostered in Tibet, and the Tibet-
ans have remained to this day as ignorant of Chinese literature
and philosophy as of Chinese historical records. Chinese cul-
tural influence has been so slight compared with what it might
have been, and is virtually limited to just a few artifacts.”’

In February, 1949 the Communist army entered Beijing. By
the end of the year they were moving into Amdo, in north-
eastern Tibet, and fervidly declaring their intention to liber-
ate all of Tibet, claiming that, “Tibet is Chinese territory ...
and the Tibetan people are an indivisible part of the Chinese
people.”® In January, 1950 the Indian Government formally
recognized the Communist Government of China. The Indi-
ans urged restraint toward Tibet by the Chinese and in Au-
gust the Chinese assured the Indians that their intentions to-
ward Tibet were entirely peaceful. On October 7, 1950 the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) launched a full-scale attack
in Eastern Tibet with 40,000 troops. By October 19 they had
captured the provincial capital at Chamdo and its defenders,
and were in a position to force a peace settlement on the Ti-
betans.

In November the sixteen-year-old Dalai Lama was invested
with full authority as temporal ruler of Tibet. The Tibetan
Government appealed to the United Nations for help. They
wrote:

The attention of the world is riveted on Korea where
aggression is being resisted by an international force.
Similar happenings in remote Tibet are passing with-
out notice. Itis in the belief that aggression will not go
unchecked and freedom unprotected in any part of the
world that we have assumed the responsibility of re-
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porting to the United Nations Organization....

We can assure you, Mr. Secretary-General, that Ti-
bet will not go down without a fight, though there is
little hope that a nation dedicated to peace will be able

_ to resist the brutal effort of men trained to war, but we
understand that the United Nations has decided to
stop aggression whenever it takes place.

The armed invasion of Tibet for the incorporation of
Tibet within the fold of Chinese Communism
through sheer physical force is a clear case of aggres-
sion. As long as the people of Tibet are compelled by
force to become a part of China against the will and
consent of her people, the present invasion of Tibet
will be the grossest instance of the violation of the
weak by the strong....

The problem is simple. The Chinese claim Tibet as
a part of China. Tibetans feel that racially, culturally,
and geographically they are far apart from the Chinese.
If the Chinese find the reactions of the Tibetans to
their unnatural claim not acceptable, there are other
civilized methods by which they could ascertain the
views of the people of Tibet....

We Ministers, with the approval of His Holiness the
Dalai LLama, entrust the problem of Tibet in this emer-
gency to the ultimate decision of the United Nations,
hoping that the conscience of the world will not allow
the disruption of our State by methods reminiscent of
the jungle.’

The Republic of El Salvador urged the General Assembly to
consider the Tibetan appeal, stating that the U.N. would be
neglecting its responsibility if it failed to condemn the
unprovoked aggression that had been committed against Ti-
bet. It was true that the General Assembly was at the time ab-
sorbed in the problems in Korea. It had just been confirmed
that the Chinese Communists had intervened in the war, and
on the day that El Salvador presented its case General
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MacArthur launched a major offensive.

The Indian Government suggested that a peaceful resolu-
tion in Tibet might still be possible and preferred that the
matter not be included on the agenda. This was a shocking
reversal, as the Indians had told the Tibetans they would sup-
port their appeal on the grounds that the Chinese should not
have used force to pursue their aims. But the Indians had ap-
parently been intimidated by a series of angry and uncompro-
mising memoranda from Beijing. They feared that a full airing
of the issue in the General Assembly would ruin any hopes of
coming to some sort of peaceful resolution in Tibet, and un-
dermine their ongoing efforts to mediate a cease-fire in Korea.
There was also a store of good-will toward China within certain
elements of the Indian Government, that is, among those who
saw China as a sister post-colonial power in Asia. Nehru him-
self was about to embark on his fanciful dream of “Panchshil,”
a pan-Asian peace based on non-alignment and led by India
and China. The dream was to be shattered in 1962 when the
Chinese, having secretly built a network of military roads in
Southern and Western Tibet, attacked India and captured ter-
ritory which they claimed was also “an integral part of China.”

As a further slap in the face to the Tibetans from a nation
they had long considered a friend, the United Kingdom
agreed with the Indian position. Hugh Richardson, with pal-
pable sorrow, noted the events at the U.N. in this way:

It must be recorded with shame that the United King-
dom delegate, pleading ignorance of the exact course
of events and uncertainty about the legal position of
Tibet, proposed that the matter be deferred. That was
supported by the delegate of India, the country most
closely affected and, uniquely, bound to Tibet by
treaty obligations, who expressed certainty that the
differences could be settled by peaceful means which
would safeguard Tibetan autonomy. Both the Soviet
and the Chinese Nationalist delegates opposed dis-
cussion on the ground that Tibet was an integral part
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of China. The United States delegate agreed to an ad-
journment solely because of the statement by the In-
dian representative.

The debate was, accordingly, adjourned and the
matter not heard of again for nine years. In this way the
opportunity was lost of examining the facts when the
Chinese were still unsure of world reactions and had
not yet proceeded, irrevocably, to extremes. The con-
duct of the Indian and British Governments amounted
to an evasion of their moral duty to make plain what
they alone had special reason to know - that there was

no legal justification for the Chinese invasion of Ti-
bet.®

With the PLA poised to continue its thrust into the Tibetan
heartland, the Dalai Lama moved to Dromo, a town just a few
miles from the Indian frontier, ready to flee across the border
should it become necessary. From Dromo the Dalai Lama, a
sixteen-year-old boy with the fate of his nation weighing on
his shoulders, chose to send a delegation to Beijing, with the
hope of negotiating a peaceful resolution, sparing his people a
bloody war with an inevitable outcome.

The delegation was not empowered to conclude any agree-
ments, and was instructed to refer all major issues to the Gov-
ernment residing at Dromo. But the Chinese were not offering
the opportunity for a meaningful or prolonged negotiation.
The Tibetans were browbeaten, and, in essence, presented
with an ultimatum: Either sign the “Agreement on Measures
for the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet” which was put before
them, or see the PLA resume its march and capture Tibet by
force.

The delegates had little choice but to sign what came to be
known as the Seventeen-Point Agreement. This Agreement,
on the face of it, preserved religious freedom and the Tibetan
cultural identity, as well as the traditional Tibetan political sys-
tem and the powers of the Dalai Lama. But the Seventeen-
Point Agreement proved to be a mere facade, behind which
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the Chinese, at first gradually, and in the end ruthlessly, un-
dertook to transform — one might more accurately say, to dis-
figure — Tibetan society into an image that conformed to Mao
Zedong’s ideological notions of a peasant and workers’ para-
dise.

Liberation is a wonderful word. It carries with it the promise of
release after a prolonged period of suffering and bondage. To
the Tibetans the word carries just this meaning, but in the ul-
timate sense of final liberation from the sufferings of the eter-
nal cycle of birth and death. This liberation is what constitutes
Buddhahood, and is the spiritual goal of every Buddhist Ti-
betan.

In the Buddhist view of life, the wheel of birth and death is
always characterized by suffering — sometimes gross, in the
form of physical pain, sickness and death; and sometimes
subtle, as when we feel happy, but are unaware that this very
happiness is pervaded with the tragic reality of our transitory
and ignorant condition. We are in bondage, bound to the in-
evitable consequences of our own actions in this and previous
lives. There is a way to break free of these chains by means of
the path of morality, loving-kindness, and insight, but due to
our own ignorance we normally act in ways that perpetuate our
own suffering and enslavement within the wheel of life.

Itis only with an act of will, which can grow out of faith in the
benefit of the path to enlightenment, the path taught by the
Buddha, that we can bring an end to our beginningless suffer-
ings, achieve the benefit of freeing ourselves from the cycle of
death and rebirth, and benefit others by taking on the respon-
sibility of showing them the way to alleviate their own suffer-
ings. This is the meaning of “liberation” to a Tibetan.

Tibet was, in more ways than one, a place that time forgot.
The economic relationships built into its social structure were
ancient, and had existed, essentially unchanged, for many
centuries. It was a traditional culture, whose patterns had been
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left completely undisturbed by the forces of industrial urban-
ized society.

Unquestionably the political power in the country was held
by two major groups: a collection of aristocratic families or
clans, and the monastic establishment, led by the three Great
Monastic Seats in Lhasa. With a purely agrarian economy, the
fundamental source of wealth was the land and the animals
that lived on the land. The aristocracy and the monasteries
owned huge estates, usually received as patronage from the
central government. Many small peasants owned their own
plots, but many also worked the land of the great estates,
owned by the monasteries and leading families. A taxation sys-
tem which demanded payment to the local authority, either in
grain or free labor, kept such peasant families bound to their
estates and often in debt.

It was from this feudal relationship that the Chinese so
proudly came to liberate the poor Tibetan serfs. Of course
when one class of people holds complete economic domina-
tion over another there is bound to be abuse. The peasants
were quite simply poor, obliged to work hard on the land,
while the aristocrats, high government officials, and monks,
did not have to get their hands dirty.

To a Marxist, such a state of affairs is by definition oppres-
sive, and any objective observer would have to admit that Ti-
bet was not an egalitarian society. But, as recent events in
Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union have dramatically
shown, the Marxist analysis, by which control over the sources
of wealth is the only criterion for judging the goodness of a so-
ciety, is a gross oversimplification of the diversity and com-
plexity of human motivations.

As the Dalai Lama has pointed out, socialism and Buddhism
have one important element in common—they are both based
on the motivation to make people happy. But they stand on
very different assumptions about the meaning and end of hap-
piness. Marxism assumes that happiness is materially based
and will be achieved when all people are materially satisfied to
an equal degree. Buddhism holds that people can never be
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materially satisfied, and that people can only become truly
happy through peace of mind, which is attained by spiritual
paths that cultivate non-attachment to material things and an
understanding of one’s own inner being.

Nevertheless, Buddhism and Marxism share the goal of
making people happy. Any valid use of the term “liberation”
as applied to the change in the conditions of the Tibetan peas-
antry under the Chinese, must mean that their conditions
were improved, that their lives, as they experienced them,
were made better, that after liberation they were happier
people than they were before.

A closer examination of the status of Tibetan “serfs” reveals
several important features. First, besides agriculture and herd-
ing there was another potential source of income in Tibet,
namely trading. Every year in the autumn caravans of yaks and
other pack animals crisscrossed the vast country, scaling the
high passes to descend into the borderlands of India and
Nepal, carrying wool, salt, gold, furs, musk, and yak tails.
They returned with tea, tobacco, silk, metal utensils, precious
stones, and silver — commodities rare and precious in the hid-
den kingdom.

Though the large estates, with vast capital at their disposal,
were the greatest beneficiaries of this trade, families from ev-
ery social stratum participated, sending young men with their
excess produce to join the great caravans and to return with the
profits in the form of foreign goods.

There were several avenues to the achievement of higher
social status. One was simply the accumulation of wealth by
means of trade, skill in business, and the good old-fashioned
virtues of frugality and hard work. This does not mean that
there were not structural obstacles making it difficult for the
poor to become rich — there were — and such cases were the
exception, as they are today in any capitalist country. But it
was possible and there were many recorded cases.

Another avenue to status and wealth was through the mon-
asteries themselves. The monasteries were structured some-
what like universities, and they had the means to recognize
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and reward scholastic talent as well as genuine spiritual attain-
ment. (Sometimes these two have been confused in the Ti-
betan context, but that is a separate issue.) A poor peasant boy
with a good head on his shoulders could enter a monastery as
just one more anonymous face among the thousands. If he
could withstand the hardships — poor monks could be just as
deprived, if not more so, in the monasteries as they were back
home - and if he excelled in his studies, showing unusual tal-
ent in memorizing texts, and then in the challenging arena of
philosophical debate, if he came to be recognized as a great
scholar, he could eventually earn all the prestige and wealth
that came along with such recognition.

In this way wealth could be accumulated purely on the basis
of intellectual merit. Famous teachers gathered students who
perpetually made offerings to the Master, while families from
far and wide would come to request prayers, advice, and spe-
cial ceremonies, each request being accompanied by a gener-
ous offering of the best one had to give. A popular comedic
buffoon in Tibetan literature is the fat and rich lama who has
exploited his position for all it is worth, but the Tibetan Bud-
dhist teachings are full of warnings to the student of the dan-
gers of studying, practicing, and teaching with the attainment
of worldly wealth as a motivation.

A third and unique avenue to the attainment of wealth and
status was the system of s#/fus or reincarnate lamas. In the
Mahayana branch of Buddhism, which Tibet adopted, the
practitioner, perceiving that all beings in the world are suffer-
ing in the same manner that he or she is, undertakes to attain
enlightenment — liberation — not merely for his or her own
benefit, but in order to be able to remain in the world to teach
and ultimately to lead all other beings to the same happy state.

Given such a motivation, it is a natural step to the assump-
tion that those who have reached advanced attainments on the
path will in fact return after death, in life after life, to continue
their own spiritual journey and to assist others on theirs. From
these premises there grew up in Tibet a common practice of
seeking, after the death of a high and important lama, his rein-
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carnation, among boys born at a suitable time. Various oracular
means and tests were used to determine the identity of such
reincarnations, and once identified, they were invested with
the full status, special treatment, and previously accumulated
wealth of their predecessors from previous lives.

They would be taken to their respective monasteries and
given the best available education and conditions for study,
and as reincarnations of previously great lamas they were ex-
pected to excel. In fact, some did and some did not. The sys-
tem had its potential for abuse, but the fact is that tulkus,
while often from good families, were also found in the more
humble strata of society. Having a high tulku found in one’s
family could immediately elevate the whole family to a posi-
tion of wealth and prestige.

Beyond the possibility of social mobility in Tibetan society,
it must be remembered that Tibet had a significant middle
class, made up of stewards of the large estates, traders, and
lower ranking government officials and army officers. Even
among the peasants there were many who controlled sufficient
family land holdings to prosper. The simplicity of the lifestyle
meant that the very rich did not live much differently from the
rest of society. Although bound in a feudal relationship to the
aristocratic or monastic estates, most families had a modest but
decent standard of living. They worked hard, but not too hard,
and there was sufficient space in their lives for leisure, rest, and
play. Regular religious festivals provided plenty of holidays
while famine and widespread economic hardship were un-
known. As Hugh Richardson (who lived in Tibet between
1936 and 1950) described it, “Conditions of work were by all ap-
pearances easy. The Tibetan, although certainly not an idler,
did not give the impression of being overburdened with work
or with care.”?

As long as work obligations — which were considered a form
of tax — were fulfilled, people were free to travel, to visit rela-
tives, or go on pilgrimage. The government and landlords did
not interfere in the private lives of the citizens, and there were
no restrictions on freedom of speech or freedom of association.
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This is not to say Tibet was a paradise of libertarianism. Of
course options were restricted by built-in social structures — as
they are in every society. We might assume that if there ever
had been a genuine attempt at a people’s revolution — and
there never was — the establishment powers would have dem-
onstrated the limits of freedom of speech. But in general,
people could do and say what they wanted and go where they
pleased. Tibet, though feudal, was a free country.

Now there are some sincere as well as dogmatic individuals
of the left who will see the society described here as an archaic
and unfair historical anomaly, in which the peasant masses
were exploited to the advantage of a ruling elite and an unpro-
ductive monastic establishment. They will insist that Tibet
was indeed in need of liberation and ask what meaningful
freedoms there could be for peasants who were obligated from
birth to labor for the enrichment of an elite class of unproduc-
tive landowners.

We must return to the fundamental issue: Were the people
happy? To answer this question finally we must add the sine
qua non of Tibetan society - religious faith. It is indisputable
that a large portion of the wealth in Tibet was in the hands of
the monasteries, and that many people had to labor on the
land in order to support the large segment of the population
that lived in the monasteries studying and practicing religion,
but doing no productive labor. Was this fair?

I do not think it is possible for any outsider who has not had
intimate contact with the Tibetan people to answer this ques-
tion. Anyone who knows Tibetans knows that they are so ut-
terly and deeply grounded in their faith in the Three Jewels of
Buddhism that there can be no question of their wanting to
see an end to the monastic system. Every family had a close
relative who was a monk or a nun. To the average Tibetan, the
monks and the monasteries represented everything that was
good in their society. To be able to support institutions and
individuals who were actively pursuing enlightenment as a
full-time job was the most virtuous possible use of one’s life as
a layman or laywoman.
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Furthermore, the Buddhist doctrines of karma and rebirth,
while by no means fatalistic, do provide individuals with a
sense of meaning and justice in their current circumstances,
along with the unlimited potential to change their circum-
stances in this and future lives by their own actions. According
to the law of karma, by one’s previous actions — generosity,
patience, and kindness, for example — one will experience
good results — prosperity, health, friendship and so on. If one
was malicious, a liar, or a thief in past lives, one will be bound
to experience their results — poverty, deprivation and misfor-
tune — in this and future lives. There can be no doubt that vir-
tually every Tibetan conceived of his or her circumstances in
these terms.

This, the Marxist argues, is precisely the means by which
religion creates the theoretical superstructure to pacify and
maintain the exploited classes in their oppressed circum-
stances. Mao Zedong told the young Dalai LLama at one of
their meetings in Beijing in 1954 that Buddhism was a good
religion — it had been the dominant religion of China for 1500
years — because the Buddha was concerned with the common
people. But, he concluded, “Of course, religion is poison.”

At this point we come to an impasse. On the one hand is the
person of faith, whose world-view, whose entire sense of real-
ity, is grounded in his or her religious assumptions. To a Bud-
dhist, to argue that one can make a better world by dismant-
ling monasteries or disrobing monks and nuns is inherently il-
logical.

On the other hand there is the Marxist, who puts faith in the
very assumption that religion is by nature a useless or even
malevolent diversion of peoples’ attention to their own mate-
rial reality. Denying, a priori, any true life of the spirit, such a
person interprets all religious beliefs purely in terms of the
effects they might have on the social structure and economic
relationships of the society.

As the Communist Parties of Eastern Europe and the Soviet
Union have learned, human spirituality, the human faculey of
religious faith, is a far more dynamic, persistent and meaning-
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ful force in the lives of human beings than scientific material-
ism ever conceived. If Tibet was the most religious society in
the world, then in the equation of happiness that Chinese lib-
eration was intended to solve, the treatment of Tibetan reli-
gion by the Communists must stand as the dominant figure.

Whatever economic and political reform the Chinese might
have imposed — for better or for worse — on Tibet, it was the
humiliation, torture, and mass murder of monks and nuns, the
desecration of holy statues and books, and the demolition of
monasteries, that tipped the balance irrevocably in the hearts
and minds of the Tibetan people against the Chinese version
of liberation.

The Chinese Communists have attempted to realize in
body, speech, and mind the claim that Tibet is an integral part
of China. In the beginning they must have believed their own
propaganda, that the Tibetan serfs would rise up to join their
Chinese brothers and sisters to throw off the chains of feudal-
ism. But events proved that the vast chasm that separated
Communist China from Buddhist Tibet — in terms of religion,
culture, language, history and political ethos ~ was so vast, so
utterly unbridgeable, that in the end the Chinese must have
come to the conclusion that the only way they could liberate
"Tibet was to destroy it.

This they proceeded to do. From the middle of the 1950s
until the end of the 1970s, the Chinese used all the tools of the
fascist state — political terror, mass slaughter, concentration
camps, slave labor, and a pervasive atmosphere of fear created
by the omnipresent threat of secret informers linked to an
omnipotent police apparatus unfettered by due process of law.

These are the means that the Chinese have used to make
Tibet a peasant and worker’s paradise. The results are a shat-
tered society, a decimated population. Today, forty years after
the first occupation of Tibet, the Tibetan people are more de-
termined than ever to regain their human rights, their funda-
mental freedoms, and their political identity, while the
Chinese find themselves incapable of abandoning the meth-
ods of state terror in their desperate effort to maintain a grasp
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on a land and a people over which they have power, but to
which they have no right. The seventh truth about Tibet is
that the Chinese did not liberate Tibet, they have tried to an-
nihilate it.

When His Holiness the Dalai Lama fled Tibet in 1959 about
100,000 Tibetans followed him into India, where they eventu-
ally settled into communities spread along India’s mountain-
ous northern frontier, and among the rolling hills of the
southern state of Karnataka. Through their adaptability, re-
sourcefulness, intelligence, and hard work they have carved
out for themselves a stable life of modest prosperity in their
adopted land. But all Tibetans, including those born and
raised and schooled in India, wait for the day when they can
return to their home on the other side of the Himalayan moun-
tains.

At the time of the Tibetan nation’s greatest trial, it has been
their great fortune to be blessed with a leader who truly em-
bodies the ideals of wisdom and compassion that are the cor-
nerstones of the Tibetan Buddhist faith. Under the guidance
of Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, the Tibetan
community in exile has managed with singular success to pre-
serve its cultural identity and heritage, its religion, literature
and traditional arts. And this at a time when the Chinese in
Tibet were ruthlessly and systematically striving to erase any
vestige of Tibetan tradition and culture. The eighth truth is
that His Holiness the Dalai Lama is the only leader recog-
nized — in fact, adored - by virtually all Tibetans, inside or
outside of Tibet.

He embodies the Tibetan nation, and has single-handedly
preserved the non-violent nature of the Tibetan struggle.
While holding the Tibetan people together and inspiring
them to preserve their cultural heritage, he has led them down
the road to democracy, abdicating the role as “king” of any fu-
ture independent Tibet and instituting a democratic constitu-



30 A Srrange Liberation

tion and a popularly elected representative legislature for the
Government-in-Exile.

Sera Monastery was one of the Three Great Seats of monastic
learning that thrived in Lhasa before the Chinese invasion.
According to tradition it housed fifty-five hundred monks, and
it was only the second largest of the three. Out of this popula-
tion only about three hundred escaped to India in 1959. To-
day the reconstructed Sera, near Mysore in South India, is
home to fourteen hundred monks, including some four hun-
dred who fled Tibet after 1980 in order to pursue their religious
studies.

I remember one evening in the summer of 1989, sitting in a
room at Sera Monastery, eating my dinner of #u«£pa — Tibetan
noodle soup — while the room darkened and India’s early
Western monsoon drizzled rain on the muddy streets outside
the window.

Gen Tenzin Dorje, one of the original three hundred who
had made the trek to India in 1959, was laughing as he re-
counted the conditions that he, and eventually some fifteen
hundred monks from other monasteries, endured at the Buxa
refugee camp in West Bengal following their flight from Ti-
bet. They were housed in a compound of concrete barracks
surrounded by barbed wire, which had been constructed by
the British as a prisoner-of-war camp during World War II.
Sixty-six monks slept in each of these long huts, on rows of
bamboo beds only six inches apart.

In the summer the humidity and intense heat were intoler-
able to people used to the cool and dry climate of the moun-
tains. Many died. They died of T.B., epidemic among the
Tibetans in India, and they died of all sorts other diseases,
made susceptible by their lack of resistance and inability to
adjust to the torrid climate. During the monsoons the rains
turned the camp into a muddy swamp. The drinking water,
always scarce and never too clean, became a source of disease.
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Mosquitoes swarmed, and any blood the mosquitoes didn’t
take the bedbugs were eager to drink.

The food, India’s staples of rice and dal, was supplied by
Indian traders under contract to the Government. The con-
tractors were paid a flat fee, negotiated in advance, to supply
food to the refugees; and the cheaper the food, the greater
their profit. The results, dished out on the tables of the Buxa
refugee camp, were rotten rice, mildewed dal, rancid oil, and
spoiled vegetables. The monks of Sera Monastery lived under
these conditions for ten years.

Gen Tenzin Dorje laughed when he told this story - the
rueful laugh of one who has survived adversity. A very Ti-
betan laugh. In truth, these were the lucky ones. Though they
suffered the deprivations of refugees, they had been offered
sanctuary by the Indian Government and had escaped their
beautiful homeland on the brink of its descent into a cauldron
of blood and rubble.

The room was dark. To save money at the monastery no one
turns the lights on unless there is something that you specifi-
cally want to see. On the altar a butter lamp flickered before a
photograph of the Dalai Lama surrounded by a colorful assort-
ment of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas and protector deities — each
one manifesting a particular aspect of the enlightened quali-
ties of a Buddha.

At that moment I suddenly felt the great distance, the lone-
liness and isolation of the Tibetan people. I was sitting in a
Tibetan monastery, rising incongruously amidst cornfields in
South India, at the verge of a forest that had once been the
game preserve of the Maharajah of Mysore. A Tibetan monk
in his early fifties was laughing as he recounted the trials of his
first ten years in India, living in the middle of an inhospitable
jungle, in a POW camp built by the British Raj. No one in the
world outside of this remote Indian district would ever know
the names of the monks who died of T.B. and malaria and
dysentery in Buxa.

From the world outside, the BBC brought us news of op-
pressive regimes crumbling from East Germany to Bulgaria. In
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South Africa apartheid was dissolving under the pressure of
historical inevitability and a world-wide boycott. But what
about Tibet?

No one boycotts apartheid in Tibet, where imported Chi-
nese cadres manage every aspect of the economic and political
life, while Tibetans are relegated to menial labor; where Ti-
betan children are taught in school that they are intellectually
inferior to the Chinese because the high altitude has starved
their brains of oxygen.

There is no question of the world forgetting the atrocities
that were committed in Tibet over a forty-year period — and
still continue today — because most of the world has not heard
and does not know of these atrocities. And in the interests of
maintaining good relations with China, most of the world’s
governments do not want to know.

Tibet has been known for centuries as the land of mystery.
Its geographic and linguistic isolation, the very features that
served as its best protection throughout its history, and al-
lowed it to cultivate Buddhist philosophy and practice with
such single-pointed devotion, are the same barriers that today
serve to obscure the world’s scrutiny and to obstruct the Tibet-
ans’ own efforts to tell the world the truth.

Today the younger generation of exile Tibetans, trained in
schools financed by the Indian Government or by the Tibetan
Government-in-Exile, do speak English. They are as familiar
as anyone in India with the political forces operating in the
world around them. But the older generation, the witnesses,
those who survived the Chinese concentration camps of the
1960s and 1970s, are without a voice, cut off, without the means
of telling their stories. Not only cut off by the language they
speak, but by a lack of education, as in the case of Ama Adhe.
Or, like Tenpa Soepa, who received the best education, by
being grounded in a culture that has no literary tradition of
personal memoirs or autobiography.

In Tibet, the very act of writing was a special skill, taught
separately from reading as “the art of grammar,” and not neces-
sarily mastered by the average educated and literate person.
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Tenpa Soepa, trained as a government servant, does know the
art of grammar and composition. Urged by others to recount
his story he has made extensive notes toward the eventual
publication of his autobiography in Tibetan. But, having come
out of Tibet only in 1980, he does not speak any English.
When his autobiography is finally published it will be in Ti-
betan, and inaccessible to most of the citizens of the world.
And it is only world public opinion, coming to recognize what
has happened and is still happening in Tibet that can save it
from its nightmare.

A Strange Liberation tells the stories of two survivors of the
Chinese “liberation” of Tibet. It is an attempt to give a voice
to those who previously had no means and no forum to tell
their story. It is an effort to bring into the community of world
literature, and into the body of world history, full and detailed
accounts of events that have up until now been told in gener-
alized and brief summaries.

There is today no shortage of Tibetan concentration camp
survivors living in India. Every Tibetan who remained in Ti-
bet after 1959 has terrible stories to tell of their own sufferings,
those of their families, their monasteries, their villages. I did
not make any effort to find the “worst cases” in order to
present a loaded picture of the historical events. The cases of
Ama Adhe and Tenpa Soepa were suggested to me by Ti-
betan acquaintances, and presented themselves for the obvi-
ous reason that they are people willing and able to speak of
their lives.

Ama Adhe decided early on in her captivity that if she lived,
she would live to tell her story. Throughout her captivity she
watched carefully and as she says, “engraved the memories on
my heart.” She is so determined to tell her story to the world
that she has earned the Tibetan nickname of “Rangzen Ama-
la,” “Freedom Mama.” Here, in her own words, she remem-
bers her life, from her youth in the pure and fresh highland
pastures of Kham, in Eastern Tibet, through her arrest and the
twenty years she spent as a prisoner in nine different Chinese
camps and prisons.
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Tenpa Soepa was trained to be a civil servant. For the first
nine years of the Chinese occupation of Tibet he worked in
the Potala, the great palace of the Dalai Lama and the seat of
the Tibetan Government. He was intimately involved in the
flight of the Dalai Lama from Lhasa on March 17, 1959, and was
himself in the party that crossed the Kyichu River to accom-
pany the Dalai Lama on that fateful night. The dramatic story
of his escape and eventual capture presents a vivid picture of
the final fall of Tibet into Chinese hands. After his twenty
years behind barbed wire T'enpa Soepa is today a reserved and
cautious man. He is not a survivor eagerly seeking every op-
portunity to tell his story. But he was trained to be aleader, and
he has lived his life bearing the responsibility of serving the
people. His colleagues in the Tibetan Government have
urged him to tell his story, and he sees the value and useful-
ness of doing so.

Together these two stories provide a balance of gender as
well as a geographical balance, with Ama Adhe recounting
events in Kham, where Chinese depredations and Tibetan
resistance to them began five years earlier than in Central Ti-
bet, where Tenpa Soepa lived and worked.

The facts presented here are the facts as they exist in the
memories of the narrators. The stories are as the subjects told
them, although some editing and rearranging has been done
for the sake of clarity. The selective process of human memory
has been discussed at length by Primo Levi in Tke Drowned
and the Saved. It is an elusive and undependable thing,
memory, and all the more so in the face of the kind of trauma
described on these pages. As an outsider, as an interviewer, |
had no access to the events I was aiming to uncover other than
the memory of my informants and their willingness to speak.

I make no pretense to judge or to verify the facts presented
in these cases. It was evident to me, and I hope it will be to the
reader, that there has been no effort to over-dramatize the case
or dress up the horror. My goal was to give voice to the wit-
nesses, and as far as it is possible within the bounds of translat-
ing between two utterly different languages, the stories are
told by the survivors themselves.
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If it is true that we look up to find the sacred spaces of this
earth, then we can easily see in Tibet a sacred land; at the top
of the world, where a peaceful people lived simple lives in
pursuit of a spiritual ideal. The great global paradigm shift
that began with the industrial revolution — away from spiritual
metaphysics, faith in unseen forces, and an unconscious inte-
gration of human culture with its natural environment, toward
faith in science, materialism, and the conscious effort by man
to dominate and exploit his realm — reached a symbolic, dra-
matic, and violent climax in the Communist conquest of Ti-
bet.

But in the heart of the human consciousness the seeds of the
ninth truth about Tibet are awakening: Scientism and materi-
alism cannot bring human happiness, and they certainly can-
not bring liberation. In the end they leave the human heart
untouched, alienated and confused. Science and economic
theories offer models for managing our material world, but
when we place our ultimate faith in that power to manipulate,
we displace our sense of the transcendent with a fixation on
the tangible. Whether it takes the form of Maoist communism
or technological corporate capitalism, when we seek happiness
in what we have instead of who we are, we are doomed to dis-
appointment. At the extreme this dehumanizing process leads
to fascist totalitarianism. Less pernicious, but in the long term
no less destructive, is the laissez faire exploitation, pollution,
and degradation of our common human home, the planet
Earth.

Today humanity stands at the moment of return in the arc of
the pendulum, or rather at the curve in the spiral of the evolu-
tion of human consciousness. We live in a world traumatic
with change; a world struggling, slowly and reluctantly to
awaken from the deadening destructiveness of colonialism,
failed ideologies and matenal obsession. A world tentatively
but hopefully reaching out for the support of eternal human
values — freedom, peace, compassion, and the perfection of
undisturbed nature.
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If we seek an exemplar of this ancient and yet new para-
digm, we should look up, and we will see it in Tibet - a spiri-
tual people, living in peace, in harmony with their natural
environment. Tibet is a living world treasure. A world peace-
park of the mind. The struggle of Tibet to emerge from its
dark night is the struggle of the people of the earth to liberate
themselves from the distortions and excesses of the past. Ti-
bet is the top of the world, the ultimate symbol, the paradigm
of the new paradigm. Insofar as we are human beings, we are
all Tibetans. We all want to live in peace in our homes. We all
want to pursue our personal and spiritual quests. We all want
to be free.

The Buddha said, “All beings want happiness, and do not
want suffering.” It is based on this ancient truth that the Ti-
betan people want to build their new society, reviving the
eternal values of the old, and integrating it with the dynamic
energy of the new. Opposed by the huge power of a ruthless
regime that has harnessed the world’s most populous nation to
its service, the only countervailing force that can save Tibet is
the sympathy, compassion, and wise support of the rest of the
world.

The tenth truth about Tibet is that the survival of Tibet, the
altar of the earth, the living world treasure, depends on you
and me.
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PART 2

AFTER THE SNOWFALL
Ama Adhe’s Story
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After the Snowfall:
Ama Adhe’s Story

1

I was born in Nyarong, in Gotsa, in Kham, in 1934. Right af-
ter I was born my father named me Adhe. Tapey is my family
name. My father was known as Dorje Rabten. He was mar-
ried to two women — we Tibetans sometimes do that — and
his elder wife was named Bochuma. I was the daughter of the
younger wife. My mother’s name was Sonam Drolma.

My father was a very honest and straightforward man. The
people of our area selected him to be a leader - a kind of
magistrate, and he would be called upon to settle disputes
between people when they could not agree. He was so hon-
est — sometimes one person in a dispute would offer him a
lump of gold, and the other person couldn’t offer anything,
but he would still make his judgment impartially and fairly.

There was a chieftain in the District of Nyarong named
Dorje Norgyal, and my father became one of his ministers.
After he became a minister of Dorje Norgyal he was chosen by
the people themselves to be appointed as a judge. They said
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that because he was such an honest and straightforward man,
they wanted him to be the magistrate.

That was the situation for our family in Nyarong. But actu-
ally, although I was born there, the whole family left that area
shortly after my birth, and I grew up in Kanze, so I don’t re-
member that much about the region where I was born.

In Kanze there was another chieftain named Zhipatso. Since
my father had such a good reputation from his previous work
in Nyarong, the people and the chieftain again asked him to
be the magistrate in Kanze.

In Kanze, as I remember it, our family was always a self-sufh-
cient family, so we always had enough to live well. My family
was what we call sg ma drog, people who both tend cattle in the
open grazing lands and also have settled property where they
grow grain. In the summer we would drive our livestock up
into the nomadic highland regions where there were many no-
mads with their yaks. And in the winter we would come back
down to work in our fields, where we had quite a bit of land for
cultvation.

From our house you could see a very high rocky mountain, a
snowcapped mountain touching the sky. It is called Nyate
Khalori. The mountain is encircled by lakes and surrounded
by rich forests. These forests were full of all kinds of wildlife —
tigers, brown bear, deer, many different kinds of animals lived
in those forests. It was such a beautiful country, but nowadays
this region is closed to foreign travellers and no one is allowed
to Visit.

My native land in Kanze is called Lobasha. For me, having
been in other areas of Kham, I find Lobasha to be the most
beautiful land to live in. In this region, on the plains and in the
passes you would see nomadic people living with their herds
of goats and sheep and other livestock. And there was such
natural beauty, the forests full of wildlife, and especially the
meadows full of flowers — when you walked in these moun-
tains, when you came home you would find flowers between
your toes.

I remember in the summer when we used to go up to live
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among the nomads. In the fourth Tibetan month, in the
spring, when you looked around you, there were red, white,
blue, yellow, so many different flowers you couldn’t even
name them all.

So people would go up into these hills and pitch their tents.
In one tent there would be monks performing pusas. There
would be the nomads, and we sz ma drog. And when I was in
my teens, we young people would put on our best clothes, our
ornaments — our earrings and bracelets — and we would dance.
And we would sing a kind of musical question and answer
back and forth between the boys and the girls.

My father would always have a very good time. They would
drink beer, what we call ¢hang, and sometimes my father would
sing songs. In our land the breed of horses is very good, and
the men would have horse races and special sporting contests.
One of the games was to race as fast as you can toward a #kata -
a white scarf — that would be placed on the ground. With the
horses running at full gallop the riders would swoop down and
with one hand try to snatch the khata from the ground. An-
other game — and not many could do this — while they were
galloping they would jump down from the horse and then
jump back up into the saddle. My brother, Juguma, who is
now eighty-two and lives in Nepal, he used to do that. After
the horse races they would have shooting competition, and
whoever could hit the bull’s-eye would be considered the
sharpest shooter.

Now, when I recall these moments, the beautiful scenes, the
snowcapped mountains with the slopes covered with sheep
and goats and yaks, the different people, the flowers and the
horses, I consider them the happiest moments of my life. And
as [ am telling you this today, it is as if I am seeing them again.

In those summers, when the people would come together
for picnics and drinking and dancing and games, the main
thing was that there was inner peace for everyone. There was
freedom for everyone to do what they wished. In our land, we
consider Kkilling people as dirty, so people respected each
other’s life, and there wasn’t any kind of crime like that. And
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the area was full of monasteries, temples, and hermitages.

In the morning we would send all the cattle, the yak and &7,
the dzo and dzomo, up to graze in the hills. And in the evening
we would go up to the high meadows or forests to collect them.
Most of my work was early in the morning. I would milk the
dri, and then I would help with boiling the milk, churning the
butter, making the yoghurt, and so forth. During the day it was
the time for games and good food and fun, a time for people to
enjoy themselves.

A little bit about my mother, Ama Sonam Drolma. She was
like a woman who never gets angry. You see, my father had
two wives. Now normally, if the two wives are sisters, they will
be compatible, and there will be no problems. But in my
mother’s case, she and the first wife did not know each other.
Butafter my mother joined the family they became so compat-
ible, such good friends, that people would say that their friend-
ship was better than sisters. They were so close that when they
both had babies, whenever one of them was looking after the
children she would breast-feed both of the babies at the same
time. They would just nurse each other’s children.

I remember how, when my father’s first wife was getting
older, my mother would keep her comfortable by not letting
her work, and just make her sit on the bed and play with the
kids while my mother did all the housework.

In the family, I was the youngest child. Bochuma, my elder
mother — we can call her my stepmother — she would always
say about me, “Oh she is my daughter. She should come and
sleep with me tonight. I will breast-feed her.” Like that, we
were so close. And I remember thinking then that my step-
mother was my real mother. It was only a bit later, when I got
older that I learned that my real mother was Sonam Drolma.

Then, at the age of eighteen, I got married. The marriage
was arranged by our parents. Although my husband and I
never saw each other before our marriage, these arrange-
ments were discussed among the family. Someone might
say, “Your daughter ought to get married to the son of this
family.” Then my parents would have discussions with the
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other family, and then they would decide.

Was I consulted? In my region, when our parents said, “We
have decided this, and we have promised this,” there was no
thought of denying the wish of your parents. I remember both
my mothers advising me, “Now you should get married and go
and live with your husband’s family, because you can’t stay
here forever. There is your older brother and his wife and they
have so many kids. If you don’t get married you will have to
become a nun, then you can stay here.” In those days I used to
think, if I become a nun I can stay in my own family, but if [
am a nun I won’t be able to wear all these nice clothes or any
jewelry or ornaments in my hair.

As is the tradition with Tibetans, at the time of my wedding
I was adorned with all sorts of jewelry, beautiful clothing and
elaborate ornamental hats, and we had to ride on horses to go
to my husband’s home. first we stayed there for three days
during which there were a lot of festivities and dances. And
after three days we returned to our family’s home, and the
marriage ceremony continued there. After the wedding, a
bride may stay back with her own family for six months or a
year, and then she will go to live permanently at her husband’s
home. After that your home is considered to be with your
husband’s family.

My husband came from a reputable family, and he was a
very handsome man. But for me, I was thinking, “These fam-
ily members, they are not like my father, they are not like my
two mothers.” So I was feeling a bit doubtful about my life
with them.

The family was of similar status to my own — not very rich
but having both cattle and land - as far as wealth was con-
cerned, the same as my family. So I went off to my husband’s
family’s home. The first year was not a very happy one, be-
cause I didn’t know anyone in this new place. Sometimes I
had to cry, thinking of my family, my mother and father, and
the happy times we had in our land.

My husband’s name was Pachen. He was a very hand-
some man, and he was very considerate. Whenever he
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found me crying he would comfort me and tell me, “Don’t
be sad. If you are missing your family you can visit them for
a month, make frequent visits to them.”

My husband’s home was also in the Lobasha region. Not
very far from my family, on horse perhaps two hours’ ride. In
the summers the two families would join together with our
herds, camping and picnicking. And during the winter we
would spend time with my family, or my mother would visit
me, my stepmother or my father would visit. So our two fami-
lies lived very closely. There were never any difficulties be-
tween our people.

2

When the Chinese first arrived in Lobasha I was just a teen-
ager. Until then I had never even seen a Chinese face. I was
always frightened that they would carry me away. They
would come marching in lines, the leader might be on horse-
back, and as a child, every time I saw them I was scared. |
would hide behind my mother or my father. Sometimes the
grown-ups would tease us, saying, “If you don’t behave your-
selves we will give you to these Chinese and they will take
you away.” And we kids really believed them, so whenever
the Chinese appeared we would run and hide wherever we
could.

At that time the Chinese had a silver coin which was known
as Da Yang. Sometimes they would bring these coins and tell
us kids, “Don’t be scared. Go ahead and take one.” But I was
always too scared, I never had the guts to take a coin. Then
they would give them to the parents, telling them, “Buy the
children some sweets.”

Sometimes the Chinese would come into our house and
they would see my parents in a prayer session, counting their
rosaries or turning prayer wheels. Then the Chinese would act
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as if they respected religion very much. They would ask ques-
tions, and say, “Your religious practice is very good. We also
love religion.”

Sometimes they would take the prayer wheel and spin it, or
touch sacred statues to their head — a sign of respect. Or they
would come into our shrine room, they would see all the stat-
ues on the altar and all the religious murals on the walls and
the thankas, and there, where we would prostrate, they would
do the same thing. While we were watching them they would
try to prostrate to the Buddhas on our altar.

We were very surprised when we saw this, and we said, “Oh,
these Chinese, they like religion.” But I remember my father
telling me, “No, no, no. These people don’t like religion.
They are acting. Just putting on a show to satisfy us.” When |
look back at this now, I think it was all done just to get our
trust.

The Chinese would also talk about Mao Zedong, saying,
“He is the leader of the people. He is the father of the people.
He is here to liberate everybody’s suffering.” So slowly they
started trying to plant these ideas into Tibetan minds. They
said, “We, the People’s Liberation Army, have been sent here
by Mao Zedong to see if people have problems and to solve
the problems of the people.” They told us, “We are just visi-
tors.” And they went to such an extent that they would help
Tibetans who were carrying water, help them with their har-
vesting and making hay.

And then they started giving these silver coins to the monas-
teries, and telling the monks, “We like Buddhism. Chairman
Mao loves religion. This money is for the monasteries.” And
they gave them many many of these silver coins.

One of my brothers had both a pistol and a rifle, an old mus-
ket of that period. And the Chinese soldiers would tell him,
“That’s very good. You are well-armed.” And they would
even give him bullets. All to win his favor.

But my father was an intelligent and shrewd man. He said,
“Believe me, they are no good. Itis all a swindle. They are just
trying to make us happy in order to win our trust. I don’t think
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they have any good intentions for us.”

My father was among the group of leaders from our region
that the Chinese selected to visit China. At that time they
would lead delegations of Tibetans to China to show how de-
veloped and prosperous their country was. When my father
came back from his visit he was very angry. He said he saw
nothing good. He said, “I have found that these Chinese do
not have any good intentions for the Tibetans. They are just
giving donations to the monasteries to win peoples’ hearts.
But basically, they are lying to us.”

He told us that he saw many Nationalist Chinese -
Kuomintang — being arrested and taken away in trucks. He also
witnessed many people being executed by machine guns.
Once there was a truckload of women prisoners — Kuomintang
Chinese, and these women, when they were about to be shot
they were so scared that they fell down on the ground, and
they were just shot there on the ground.

In the markets in China they were already selling many of
the Buddha images, thankas, and religious articles that were
plundered from the Chinese monasteries. A lot of Tibetans
were going into areas of Western China to buy these religious
articles. My father was against that. He said there was no use in
going there to buy these things because in the end they will
wind up in the Chinese hands anyway. But some business
people would go and buy these things to bring back and sell in
Tibet. Some just bought things for their own altars. These
people wouldn’t listen to my father. They believed that the
Chinese had no intentions of looting the Tibetan monasteries
the way they had already done to the Chinese temples. And
afterward, when the Chinese actually started plundering our
shrines, then many of them said, “Oh yes. We should have lis-
tened to Dorje Rabten when he warned us.”

So, based on this experience, he never felt happy about the
Chinese coming into Tibet. All the Tibetans who went to
China in his group, when they came back they had portraits of
Mao Zedong and of Joseph Stalin — the one with the big
moustache. The Chinese gave these to people to put up in
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their houses. My father said, “There is no need for us to hang
these portraits in our house. Because these are not good
people, they don’t have good intentions. It is better if we burn
them.” So he just threw them in the fireplace.

But after he returned from this trip my father’s health went
downhill. I don’t know if it was because of the heat in China,
or whether they had given him something, but he became
very weak and he started having diarrhea, non-stop diarrhea.
And somehow, although the Chinese tried to treat him in their
hospital, he passed away.

When we went to the hospital, we saw that my father was not
taking any pills. The Chinese gave him tablets but he didn’t
want to take them. Sometimes while we were there with him
in the hospital, the Chinese doctor would come to give him
medication, or some concoction to drink, but he would never
touch it.

At the time of his death — though I was not there, my brother
tells me now - his last words were, “Don’t trust the Chinese.
They are here to eliminate us. To spoil the whole country. So
you should find whatever means you can to try and save our
land from destruction.” This was his last advice to our family at
the time of his death. I was twenty years old.

After my father’s death, after all that was happening, we
were not comfortable with the Chinese anymore. My husband
had many friends in Lhasa, so he decided to go to Lhasa to
inform the Tibetan Government of the Chinese intentions
and activities. We thought that eventually we might leave our
homeland and go to stay in L.hasa. But to everyone we just said
he was going to Lhasa for a pilgrimage to seek the blessing of
the Buddha in the Jokhang Temple.

Before he left we decided to have a sendoff party, so we
hosted a banquet. But at that party somehow my husband got
poisoned. It is very difficult to say who did it, there were so
many people attending the party — we just don’t know how it
happened but he got some kind of poison from the food.

Everyone suspected the Chinese, but we don’t know for
sure. All we know is that after the meal he had pain, and even



50 A Strange Liberation

before we could take him to a doctor he died, right there at the
party. I myself believe that the Chinese were able to plant
someone at the party to put poison in his food during the ban-
quet. But as I said, no one knew for sure how it happened.

That was 1957 when my husband died. I had a two-year-old
son, and I was two months pregnant with my daughter.

3

The Chinese started to set up some kind of committee. They
invited all the well-off families, the elders and nobles, the se-
nior lamas and monk officials from the monasteries, and they
said they wanted to set up a political committee. But when
they started meeting we discovered there were sentries
guarding the entrance to the Kanze District Headquarters,
where this group was supposed to work. And whenever we
went there to bring them meals, these sentries would not al-
low us to go inside.

It was then that we Tibetans began growing seriously suspi-
cious — began forming the impression that these Chinese re-
ally meant to make trouble for us. Because what was actually
happening with this “committee” was that the community
leaders were virtually under house arrest. And during the
meetings they were being indoctrinated, with the Chinese
saying, “The Communist Party is great. Mao Zedong is great.
Our policy is right.”

Then one day they started collecting all the silver coins!
Going around to the monasteries asking them to give back all
the silver coins they had given to them. They said, “If you
don’t return the coins you will be imprisoned.” I think this was
done to convert the currency. Because they were exchanging
the coins for Chinese currency, for paper money. They even

said that if anyone shops with the silver coins they would be
punished.
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After that, they started ordering the people to hand over
their weapons and any ammunition that they had. “Because,”
they said, “if you keep these you will fight among yourselves.
We are here to protect you. If there is a danger from outside we
will defend you, so there is no need for you to keep any weap-
ons or ammunition. They will only produce fights among
yourselves.”

Of course the Tibetans were never too happy about these
developments. First they saw all their capable men, all the
leaders, put under house arrest. And then they saw all this ex-
change of paper currency for the silver coins. And then they
were told to hand over their guns and ammunition, and even
their traditional knives. So with all of this, many of the men
really got wind of the Chinese intentions, and instead of hand-
ing over their weapons, they went up into the mountains, to
begin to fight.

Eventually half the population, nearly all the men, were hid-
ing off in the mountains with their weapons. They said, “We
are not going to hand over our weapons, we are going to fight
with them.”

Then, what the Chinese did is they brought out some of the
community leaders who were under house arrest — one man
might be escorted by ten armed soldiers — and they made
these Tibetans speak out and tell the men up in the moun-
tains to come down. They had to say, “There is no use in fight-
ing. You should hand over your weapons. We have no external
enemies. It is better to come down and turn in your guns.” So
at first the Chinese tried to calm the men in the mountains and
win them over by using these Tibetan leaders, the figures who
the people would normally listen to.

But that had no effect on the men in the mountains. So in
the next stage the Chinese began to use the Tibetans who
were under house arrest as bargaining chips with the people in
the mountains. They started harassing them in public, putting
them through struggle sessions, what we call #hamzing. These
were like public trials, public meetings, where you would be
disgraced. You would be beaten and tortured. They would call
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the Tibetans from the whole area, maybe there would be
thousands of them assembled, and in front of the people these
lamas would be molested.

They tied them up with rope, put cloth gags in their mouths,
made them kneel, then they started accusing the lamas, say-
ing, “You have been practicing religion. You have been using
religion to cheat the people.” They tried to force them to
drink urine from the female Chinese soldiers. When the lamas
refused to drink it they would just splash it in their face.

And in this way the Chinese would threaten the people in
the mountains, “If you don’t come down and surrender we are
going to kill these lamas.”

But of course the people in the crowd would be wondering,
“What’s happening to our lamas? Why are they doing such
things?” People would stand up and shout and protest. Every
Tibetan who shouted, who showed unhappiness with what
was going on, he or she would be arrested and imprisoned im-
mediately.

By this time the Tibetans, seeing these things happening,
had become very sad. They started crying at these public hu-
miliations. This was the first really violent action that the
people could actually witness. In the evening the Tibetans
from the villages would go up into the hills and tell all the men
up there, “Never surrender. Now that we know what the Chi-
nese want to do, it is better to die than to surrender.” And then
the people in the villages started working together with the
men who were hiding in the mountains.

At night the men in the hills would raid the Chinese offices.
They would find out where the various offices were, and what
the Chinese were doing, Then they would come down and
attack these Chinese facilities. In the morning, after these
raids we would hear that maybe ten Chinese were killed last
night, maybe twenty Chinese were killed. Or ten Tibetans
had died. And it went on like this for two or three years, begin-
ning about 1955,

There is a huge field in the region known as Bo Na Tho.
Above this plain the men were hiding in the mountain forests.
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Then the Chinese started using airplanes to fight the guerril-
las, and they started bombing them in the forest. They
bombed the forest heavily and indiscriminately, it was very
effective, almost half of the men hiding up there were killed.
Eventually the Tibetans began running out of ammunition.
When they ran out of bullets there was no use in keeping the
gun, so they would throw it away. They destroyed their guns
so that the Chinese could not use them.

Then they resorted to the traditional Khampa way of fight-
ing, carrying your long sword and charging the enemy. And
that field of Bo Na Tho became a famous battlefield where
many many Tibetans died. Because they ran out of ammuni-
tion and they began fighting with knives against guns. These
traditional swords are one meter long or even longer, and in
many cases, where Tibetans were killed with their swords in
their hands, the grip around the sword was so strong that when
they died their hands and the swords were sealed together
with blood. They found many Tibetans in that state.

Almost all the Tibetans in that battle were killed. Only
those who were wounded survived. Many Tibetans did not
want to be arrested. They thought it was better to fight and die
than to suffer under the Chinese. Afterward, when you looked
up into the hills where the battlefield was, it was surrounded
by hundreds of vultures circling over the corpses. In Kanze
region that battle, in 1957, was considered one of the biggest, a
decisive battle.

And among many of the injured, the Chinese started giving
them good medication in the hospital, bandaging their
wounds, and so forth. But their main intention was to extract
information from them, to find out who came from the villages
up to the mountains to give information, who brought the
food, and who was helping the guerrillas. Even if a prisoner
was about to die they would try to make him live so that they
could interrogate him. And finally, after they got all their infor-
mation, then this wounded Tibetan would die.

In this way the population in our region dramatically de-
creased. So many of the men who had been fighting in the
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mountains were killed, and those who were left were impris-
oned. Many were arrested from the civilian population as well,
because these wounded Tibetans had given their names.

The Chinese collected all the beggars in our region, and they
started giving them lots of money, giving them good food,
giving them good clothes, titles, pistols to carry around. They
indoctrinated them, telling them, “You became poor because
these monasteries and these noble estate-holders took your
property. Otherwise you are a human being just like them.
Now you have Mao Zedong as your father, and we are behind
you, so you must take revenge.”

Among these beggars, there were two types. There was one
group who knew, “Now Tibet is going to disappear. [ am a
Tibetan. I am not Chinese. Their policy is totally against Ti-
betan nationalism, Tibetan identity.” So this group would
merely wear the clothes and carry guns and titles, but inside
they never liked it. They just pretended that they liked it.

There was another group who were really converted by the
Chinese ideas. Previously in their lives they were always beg-
gars, begging for their food. Now they thought, “Now [ am a
big person. I have a title. I have good clothes and good food. I
carry a gun.” So they would do exactly as the Chinese told
them.

And then the Chinese started having more public “pa-
rades.” This time they started saying, “Religion is of no use.
From today onward you are not supposed to involve your-
selves in Buddhist practices. You are not allowed to carry rosa-
ries or recite mantras.”

The monks and nuns of our region were the main targets of
these parades. What they did was they compelled the monks
and nuns to get married. They were told that, “From today on-
ward you are not supposed to wear monastic robes. You have to
wear ordinary clothes and you have to get married.”

Some of the younger monks and nuns did get married at that
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time. But in general most of them didn’t, they just began to
wear ordinary clothes. The Chinese picked up a few boys and
girls, made them shave their heads, dressed them up and
brought them in front of the monks and nuns as examples.
They said, “Look. These two used to be monks and nuns, but
now they have gotten married. This is the way to do it. So why
have you not married? If you don’t marry you will either be
imprisoned, or you will be executed.” This was the threat.

I remember one elderly monk committed suicide by hang-
ing himself. He left a note in which he said, “Now they are not
allowing us to do religious practices, which was what I wanted
to do in my life. So for me it is better to take my life than to get
married.” And in this note he also asked for a blessing from
His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

Then things became completely abnormal. It was strange,
not seeing even a single Tibetan dressed in the robes of a
monk or a nun. The monasteries were completely emptied.
All the statues and thankas were transported to China. And
some monasteries were converted into prisons.

So, among the small number of Tibetans who were left, ev-
eryone became very sad and depressed. For them there was
nothing to do except to cry. And by that time the people who
were left were mostly either children or old people. Everyone
else was either killed or imprisoned.

4

At that time, when the Chinese were committing these
atrocities, there was a group of Tibetan women who were try-
ing to inform people what was going on and what the Chi-
nese were doing, so that once everyone knew what was hap-
pening they would rise up against the Chinese. I myself was
involved in planning this opposition movement. We would
tell people, “Our religion is being destroyed. Our race, our
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nationality is being destroyed. With so many Chinese inter-
fering in our lives, their ultimate aim is to undermine the Ti-
betan identity.”

We met in various places to plan strategy. Many times in the
night, without anyone knowing, we would hold meetings. We
set up the delivery of food rations to the guerrillas in the
mountains. We sent them information about what was hap-
pening on the Chinese side. And for ourselves, we had to go
on living, planning what to do next, making decisions about
our own lives.

The Women’s Committee was a group that grew up sponta-
neously, among friends. Whoever I was closest to, I would tell
her, and she would talk to her most trusted friends. And one
by one it grew. If something important happened, or we got
some information, one woman might come and tell me. Then
I would immediately spread word to the other ladies, asking
them to come to a meeting,

It was a group of perhaps fifty or sixty women. The most
trustworthy women. We had to scrutinize them well before we
accepted anyone in the group. Someone might be too talk-
ative, and something might leak out, so we had to be careful.
Most of the women were farmers. In the nomadic regions the
Chinese had already clamped down. Most of our members
were farmers and farmer-nomads, mostly middle-class women.

I myself could not actively work out in the open, because my
family was too well-known, so they would suspect me. But the
other women worked as spies. They would go around and
look to see where the prisons are, how many prisoners are in-
side; to locate the main Chinese offices, how many staff were
working in each one. Also to find out where the main military
installations are, and to see what kind of equipment they had.
So the women in the group were constantly monitoring the
Chinese activities. Then, at night we would gather together
and collect all this information.

How often we met depended on developments. If there was
some special activity that we came to know about, something
sensitive and urgent that the Chinese were doing, then we
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would meet immediately. If there was nothing like that, we
might not meet for a week or more.

By 1956 they had already tortured to death many Tibetan
lamas. All the lamas who were arrested, the Chinese tortured
them by hanging them from the ceiling with their hands tied
behind their backs. The victim died choking on his own mu-
cus and vomit,

And by 1957 they had transported all the religious objects to
China, everything from the smallest implements to the big-
gest statues. All the monasteries were locked up and some
were turned into prisons. Many Tibetans had already been
killed, and many imprisoned.

So we in the Women’s Committee wanted to know who was
the Chinese officer ordering these atrocities. Who had the final
authority, who was in command. So we investigated, and
found out who was the head man, and we discovered where he
lived. After finding out everything we sent a message up to the
mountains, to Pema Gyaltsen, my brother-in-law, who was a
leader of the guerrillas. Then one night the guerrillas sur-
rounded this Chinese leader’s house with three rings of men.
And they began firing on his house from the main entrance.
He was a Xianzhang, a County Commissioner — a civilian ad-
ministrator for the region. In this attack he and two of his staff
were killed.

After that the Chinese atrocities decreased somewhat. The
local people were glad to hear that this particular Chinese
leader had been killed.

Of course our work in the Women’s Committee was very
dangerous. If one person was caught, it became a very danger-
ous situation for everyone. The arrested woman would be tor-
tured and questioned and the Chinese would ultimately make
her talk. And then a second would be arrested, then the third,
and so on.

When we met, women would be posted on all four sides as
lookouts, to watch for the Chinese who had night patrols in the
village. In a Tibetan house the ground floor is where we keep
the cattle, above that are the living quarters. When the night
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patrols came by everyone would quickly hide, and keep abso-
lutely silent. We had black curtains across the windows, and
just the dim light of a few small lamps lit the room.

Eventually, I suspected the Chinese were becoming aware
of my activities. By that time, every night, every day, people
were getting arrested. And in the mountains, more and more
people were getting killed in the fighting. And of course it did
cross my mind, “Now they might come and arrest me.”

I was not really worried about my own well-being, but the
one thing that really concerned me was my children. My son
was very young, and my daughter was just a baby. Sometimes
I had dreams of the Chinese arresting me, and then I would
realize, “Oh! My two children are left behind.” I thought if it
was just me, there would be nothing to worry about. But if |
am taken away, my two children will be left alone. So I was
always thinking about them. What will happen to them if I am
arrested?

Under those circumstances, I remember telling my friends
in the Women’s Committee, “If you get arrested, you must
take the responsibility. You should never give the names of
others to them. Because if you do, all of us will suffer.” We dis-
cussed the present situation, the Kkillings, imprisonment, the
torture, and I told them that I myself, if I am arrested, I will
take the entire responsibility myself. And there is no need for
me to give information about other Tibetans to the Chinese.
This generated a lot of encouragement and determination in
my friends. In the end we all cried.

My brother’s name is Ucho. He was one of the leaders
who the Chinese put on their original political committee,
and he was held with the others under house arrest. Then
one day they announced that they were going to execute
my brother Ucho. He was charged with having a connec-
tion with the assassination of the Chinese County Com-
missioner. The death sentence came to be known by my
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brother-in-law, Pema Gyaltsen, up in the mountains.

Ucho Tapey was a very capable, intelligent man. When
Pema Gyaltsen found out that there was danger to the life of
Ucho Tapey, he came down from the mountains with four of
his men, all well-armed with rifles and knives. He went to the
Chinese police, and he said, “I am the one who assassinated
the Chinese leader. I am the one who has been fighting battles
with you. This fellow Ucho Tapey, he is not involved in any of
this, he doesn’t know anything about it. If you want to punish
someone, if you want to execute someone, you have to ex-
ecute me, not Ucho Tapey.”

Of course the Chinese were very happy with this surrender.
They immediately handcuffed him and took him away. Then
they started announcing to the Tibetans in the mountains,
“Now your leader Pema Gyaltsen has surrendered, so you too
should give yourselves up.” My brother Ucho was not ex-
ecuted, but they continued to keep him with the others under
house arrest.

By early 1958 the Tibetans had lost their fight with the Chi-
nese. Those left fighting in the mountains were fewer and
fewer, most were already Killed, others were arrested. Tibet-
ans in the villages were also arrested, along with the lamas
and family members of the fighters. In our region only old
people, women, and children were left.

So this was the situation. It was 1958, I was staying in the
nomadic uplands near Dri Tse Mountain in the Lobasha re-
gion. And I was living in a nomadic tent, what we call a 4a.

One morning very early I heard our dogs barking. At that
moment [ was dressing my son, putting on his ¢huba. My
daughter was sleeping. When I looked outside, from the win-
dow of the ba, I saw many policemen together with a group of
civil officials coming up toward our tent. The policemen were
armed.

Among the civilian officers there was one Tibetan who used
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to work as a servant in our house and who had been given a
title and a position by the Chinese. But in his heart he was still
very supportive of our Tibetan cause. He came in and he
started comforting my son, patting his head. When I looked
into his face I saw he was crying. Then I thought, “Oh yes.
Now they have come to arrest me.”

Then one officer told me, “You have to come with us.” |
asked where. She said, “Dri T'se Monastery.” And then |
knew I was being arrested. And there was a big lump of pain
right here, and I said, “I don’t want to go. Because this is my
son. And I have another baby sleeping over there. And there is
nobody to look after them. So I can’t go.”

Then one of the policemen slapped me here, on my right
ear, so hard that still today I can’t hear well in that ear. Then
they started kicking me with their boots, hitting me with their
rifle butts on both sides of my body. I fell down on the ground
and immediately they tied up my hands behind me.

My son, who understood that I was being manhandled by
these Chinese policemen, he was crying and screaming, “Oh
my mother! They are taking you away! Mother! Mother!” And
he kept clutching to me, trying to hold on to me and not let go.
When he tried to hold me, to cling on to my chuba, a police-
man kicked him, hard, so that he went up in the airand landed
five feet away. But my son kept coming back to me, and each
time he would be kicked or hit.

So, after a short while I was badly beaten. I had gotten up
and was knocked down a number of times, but I still refused
to go with them voluntarily. They had tied me with my hands
behind my back, so they just dragged me by the rope out of
the tent. And as they dragged me along my son kept running
after me, crying and screaming for his mother, and each time
he came to me he was kicked and beaten and thrown away.

All the other Tibetans camping in that field had gathered
around, and they were pleading with the Chinese, “Please
don’t take her away. She has no one to take care of her babies.”
And while [ was being dragged away, I turned around to look
at my daughter, who had been sleeping, and I saw that my
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daughter, who was just a baby, had the idea that her mother
was just playing with some grown-ups. She was laughing,
thinking it was all a big game.

And the last glimpse of my son, the last time | saw him in my
life, was when I was being dragged away. I saw him for the last
time from a far distance, he was wearing a yellow chuba, run-
ning after me and crying for his mother.

S

Dri T'se Monastery had been converted into a prison and po-
lice station. It was about a quarter mile from the tent where |
was arrested. All this distance they dragged me along the
ground because I completely refused to walk on my own.

When we reached the monastery the Chinese policemen
complained to the officers, saying, “She was very stubborn.
She wouldn’t listen to us. She refused to walk.”

They said, “If she is so strong, let her try this.” And they
hoisted me up to the ceiling, hanging me from the rafters by
the rope which tied my hands behind my back. As I was hang-
ing there I began to choke on mucus, it was gurgling out of my
mouth. I remember looking down on the ground and every-
thing began spinning, and eventually I blacked out.

Afterward, when I woke up, I realized I had been taken
down and I was in the middle of a group of Chinese police-
men. They decided to take me to Kanze. Again I refused to
go, insisting I could not leave my children. They tied me onto
the saddle of a horse, tying my feet to the horse and my hands
behind my back, and they took me to Kanze.

At Kanze I was putina cell by a Chinese woman warder. She
took the belt from my chuba, and also the laces from my boots
and the tassels from my hair — anything that you could use to
hang yourself. There were no windows in the cell. It was dark.
On the door there was a great lock that rattled when it was
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opened. I was thrown into the cell with four other women.
One woman stayed in each corner, and in the center was the
slop bucket, our toilet.

I looked around to see if I recognized any of the four other
women, but I didn’t know any of them. None of them said
anything to me because prisoners were not allowed to talk to
each other. During the night they all tried to sleep. I pulled my
chuba up over my head and tried to sleep also. But there was a
corridor running along the wall on my side of the cell, and all
night there was the noise of people going up and down.

As I lay there trying to sleep, suddenly, in my left ear, |
would hear a child crying for its mother. This made me very
upset, because I was thinking of my children. I was very un-
happy. I could only sleep for a little bit, then again my children
would come back to my mind. For the next three days, most of
the time I just lay and wondered what would happen to my
two children. What was happening to them, who was looking
after them, how are they doing. I was constantly thinking
about this.

On the third day they called me up to the prison office.
There was a Chinese police chief and about four other police-
men in the room. There was also a Tibetan translator. At that
time I didn’t understand a single word of Chinese.

They started by telling me, “You should tell us everything
frankly and fully. Now there is no one to look after your two
children. If you answer truthfully whatever we ask, then we
will send you back to your two kids. If you do not talk, then in
your whole life you will never go back to your home.”

They said, “You are the leader of the women’s resistance
group, so you have to tell us the names of everyone who was
involved. If you give us all the names, then tomorrow you can
return to your children. If you tell us the truth, it will benefit
you. And you should also think about your two children. If you
don’t talk to us, then you will be executed.” They stressed the
point when they mentioned execution, to frighten you.

This interrogation went on for a long time. I said, “I had no
helpers. Whatever I did was because I do not like the Chinese
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and their methods. Especially because my husband died of
poisoning, and I suspect it was you Chinese who killed him.
And my father also died under mysterious circumstances. So it
is my personal dislike of you Chinese, your policies, your
atrocities against Tibetans. It is because of these things I op-
pose you people. Aside from that, my friends are not involved.
They are not concerned with my opposition to your presence
here. Itis only my own personal grudge that makes me oppose
you.”

Then they said, “If you are not going to talk today, you go
back down and think it over. As we said, you should tell us
honestly, give us the names of others involved, and tomorrow
you will be released and you can join your children. Otherwise
you will be executed. Those are your two choices. Think it
over.”

I was sent down to my cell, and there I thought over what
will happen. What if I give them the name of just one woman?
I realized that that woman would experience the same brutal-
ity that I was suffering. I remembered that those other women
also have children, they also have families. And I determined,
I promised to myself, that I would not give even a single name
to the Chinese. Whatever happens, I will not tell them any-
thing. Whatever the charges, I will take it on myself.

6

About a week later, they opened the cell door and took me
up to the same office. Straightaway they asked me, “Now we
want to know what you have thought over, what is your deci-
sion?”

I said, “I have thought about it a lot. And from my side,
whatever I know, I have already told you. To be truthful, I
have no names to give you. Even if I lied, I could not give you
any names. | have nothing else to say.”
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They responded by handcuffing me with my hands in front.
Then they started kicking me with their heavy boots, on both
of my thighs. When you are hit or kicked so hard like that, your
flesh turns into a hard kind of lump. Now, still today, I have
trouble with my legs because of those beatings. After this ter-
rible beating they threw me back in the cell and said, “Think
it over again.”

They didn’t take the handcuffs off. After that first beating |
was left in handcuffs constantly, they were never taken off.

When I had to go to the toilet in the bucket in the cell it was
very difficult to lift the hem of my chuba. It was also difficult to
eat or drink tea, so I was not taking much food.

One of the women in the cell with me, her name was Lhaga,
she would help to feed me. When we were given some sampa
she would knead the tsampa for me. Actually you were not al-
lowed to help other prisoners, it was against the rules. But she
would help me to eat, and when I had to use the toilet she
would help me with my chuba. She is now here in Dharam-
sala, she has become a nun and she is in retreat. When we met
here, when we recognized each other, when she told me who
she was, then it all came back to me again.

In Kanze jail, these interrogations went on over and over, in
general it was every week. When the beatings didn’t make me
talk, they used other methods. The worst thing was this: They
would insert slivers of bamboo underneath my fingernail. The
bamboo was about four inches long. They pushed the fine
bamboo under the nail, they would push it all the way
through, so that it came out again behind the back side of the
fingernail. And, ooohshsh, it hurts very very much. The pain is
so much — it just makes you moan.

And while they did it they would be questioning me about
my companions, “If you don’t tell us the name of your confed-
erates, this is what you will get.”

They did this to me many times. Many, many times. Always
on the same finger. And after the first time, by the next week,
that finger was already an open wound, swollen and scabby
and sore. Then they would again insert the bamboo in the



After the Snowfall 65

same finger. So they did this to me over and over and over again.

Here, look, you can see the second finger of my left hand, it
is still swollen, permanently mutilated by that torture.

In the cell, after these sessions, we would quietly ask each
other, “Did they torture you with the bamboo? What did they
do to you?” And some would say, “Oh yes. They did it on this
finger here.” And some would say no. We would show each
other and talk about what they were doing to us.

And then one night there was a noise at the door of the cell.
They opened the lock and there were many policemen at the
door. They unlocked my handcuffs and then cuffed me again
behind my back, then they tied my arms to my body with
ropes. They brought me together with about ten other prison-
ers, a vehicle came, a truck, and we were thrown into the back
of the truck, just like loads of cargo.

"That night the ten of us were taken to thamzing. I was the
only woman. There were three Rinpoches — reincarnate lamas -
and the rest were men prisoners. We were taken to Lobasha.
There was a huge crowd that had been called together — thou-
sands of people. All these people were assembled from the
three districts in the region. Officials would announce the
dates of these sessions and the people would have to come.

So the ten of us were lined up, each prisoner had a police-
man standing on either side. You had to kneel with your head
down, and you were not allowed to lift your head. My first
thought was that there must be people here I know. Maybe
they will have my children with them. I lifted my head to look
but immediately a policeman hit me and pushed my head
down.

It is the standard practice in thamzing that the people who
are made to criticize and beat the prisoner are the victim’s
friends, relatives, loved ones. So for me, there was this Ugyen,
our old servant who had come with the police to arrest me, and
some other women [ had known. Before the session the Chi-
nese had already tried to brainwash these people, telling them
all the bad things I had done, saying that Adhe is opposing the
Chinese, opposing the Communist Party, opposing our poli-
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cies, she is a bad woman. They were told all this beforehand.

But none of them came forward to beat me or criticize me.
They said, “Oh no, we don’t have anything against Ama
Adhe. If it were her husband we might have something to say,
but we have nothing bad to say about Ama Adhe.” So they
were sent back to the crowd.

Then one Chinese woman came forward. We Tibetans tra-
ditionally wear our hair in long braids. This woman grabbed
my braids and jammed her knee into the back of my neck,
pulling back on my hair. Then she started denouncing me,
“You are someone who doesn’t like the Communist Party of
China. You are a counter-revolutionary. A leader among the re-
actionary elements.”

And while she was hurting me this way she said, “Now you
can see whether you have won or whether the Communist
Party of China has won. You are nothing but a prisoner, but
still you have the nerve to lift your head to look into the
crowd.”

Then she threatened, “Up till now you had two eyes to see.
But today we are going to make you use only one eye. We are
going to blind you.” Then she tried to ruin my right eye. She
began punching my right eye. I don’t know whether this
woman had a stone in her fist or not, but after the beating my
right eye swelled up terribly. It was swollen completely shut.
That whole side of my face became blue. There was a bad
feeling in my eye and I was very afraid that it was permanently
damaged.

During the thamzing this Chinese woman made the lamas
drink her urine, forcing them to drink it. When they refused to
drink it she splashed it in their face. She sat on the neck of the
Rinpoches, just like sitting on a horse, and she screamed at
them, “You have swindled the people with your religion.”

While the others were being beaten and humiliated in this
way, although I couldn’t see with one eye, I quietly and care-
fully tried to look into the crowd. When I looked at the people,
I could see that all of them were crying.

So one by one they gave thamzing to the ten of us. When
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they were beating the lay prisoners the crowd was fairly calm.
A few people from the crowd would shout at the Chinese. But
when they began to torture the Rinpoches, then they would
shout from the crowd, “Why are you treating our lamas this
way! Why is a Chinese woman torturing our lamas!” But then
immediately the soldiers would arrest these people and they
themselves would be imprisoned.

The thamzing lasted from early morning until about mid-
day. After the thamzing we were once again handcuffed and
tied up and thrown into the truck like baggage, and we were
hauled back to Kanze prison.

About two or three days later [ was again called to the inter-
rogation room. They told me, “You never told us anything.
But now it doesn’t matter, because your mother has now told
us everything we want to know. She has given us all the
names. And we are holding her here.”

Of course I was very upset to hear this, but I just said, “Well,
if my mother knows something it is her own personal knowl-
edge. But I don’t know anything.” Of course they were telling
me a great lie, but it upset me very much. As usual they de-
nounced and cursed me and I was returned to my cell.

And again after two or three more days I was called back.
And again I told them, “I don’t have anything to tell you.
Whatever I have told you is all that I know. If I had something
to tell you of course I would tell, because I have my two chil-
dren with no one to care for them. I have already suffered
enough under you. Since you have told me that you plan to
execute me, go ahead. Please go ahead and execute me. I do
not want to suffer any further.”

They replied, “You don’t have to tell us to execute you. It is
already decided. You will be executed. Within the next few
days you will be dead.” And once again I was sent back to my
cell.
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7

One day I and another inmate were called out of our cells.
They took a wooden board, like a billboard with some Chi-
nese writing on it, and hung it around my neck. We were
taken into a yard where many prisoners were gathered, about
thirty prisoners tied up with their hands behind their backs.
Only I had the billboard hanging in front of my chest, so |
thought, this must be the day. Last time they said they would
execute me, so today must be the day.

Immediately I began thinking about my children. Other
than that I felt I had nothing to worry about. By this time I had
so many atrocities committed on my body, I thought, alright,
they will shoot me in the back and that will be it. But the
thought of my children just would not go away. It kept creep-
ing into my mind, that they would be left behind, orphans,
with no one to look after them.

Then suddenly there was a noise, I looked over and I saw
my brother-in-law, Pema Gyaltsen, being brought into the
yard. He also had a big board hanging around his neck. And
when I looked at him, he was just smiling at me. Then I no-
ticed that the letters on the board on Pema Gyaltsen’s chest
were written in red ink, while mine were written in black ink.

From the prison we were marched to the adjoining army
base, maybe a half mile away. There were many soldiers wait-
ing there, all armed and ready. Once we reached this army
camp Pema Gyaltsen and I were singled out and made to
kneel down.

They told us, “Now you better look at each other properly.”
Pema Gyaltsen was tied up with a rope, that special, terrible
way they have of tying you up, it is very painful, it pulls the
arms out of the sockets and you can’t breathe.

Then they announced, “Today we are going to execute
Pema Gyaltsen. But Adhe, we are going to let her suffer for the
rest of her life. She will be imprisoned for sixteen years. And
for her whole life she will suffer.” The other prisoners were
kneeling down on the other side, watching. We were told to
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stand up, to stand erect, with Pema Gyaltsen beside me on my
left.

I told Pema Gyaltsen, “Now you must pray to the Triple
Gem.” He was just laughing and taking it easy. Suddenly he
was shot twice in the back of the head, he fell in front of me.
His brains and blood were splattered all over the left side of
my chuba.

Immediately the Chinese said to me, “Now look. Look at
him.” Then from the loudspeakers they played music to cel-
ebrate. They told the other prisoners, “We have executed
Pema Gyaltsen. We have taken our revenge on him. Ama
Adhe will have to suffer for a lifetime. So all of you should look
to see what has come of these two Tibetans. If you oppose the
Communist Party of China, this is how you will fare.”

Then they roughed me up and they said, “Now whatever
support you have, you bring it here now. If you have the sup-
port of the Dalai Lama, go ahead and bring it here now. If you
have the support of America or some foreign country, let us see
it now.”

8

I was arrested on the sixteenth day of the twelfth Tibetan
month in 1958. I was in Kanze prison about five months. It
was not like the first jail they took me to, Dri Tse, which was
originally a monastery. Kanze was built to be a prison, built
up against a mountain, very secret, very secure and con-
trolled.

In the cell there were five women altogether. There were no
beds. We slept on the floor. In the center was a big wooden
bucket for a toilet. You just go and relieve yourself there. No
matter how filthy it smells, you just have to sleep there on the
floor.

We got two meals a day. For breakfast they gave tsampa at
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ten in the morning. The evening meal was at five in the
evening. Mostly it consisted of tsampa and a small bun that we
call momo. It was just enough food. Not much, but enough to
live on. They brought the food around, the door would open
and the cook would serve the food in the cell.

As for washing — never. We couldn’t even wash our hands.

No exercise. Never. We were always locked in the cell. Al-
ways. Except during interrogation sessions. Otherwise we
were simply locked away in our cell.

We were not allowed to speak to each other. It was very difh-
cult to break this rule, because inside the cell itself there was a
spy among the prisoners. This woman Lhaga, who helped me,
she once told me, “Don’t speak. There are spies in this cell.
They will report you.” So after that I was afraid to say any-
thing.

Sometimes, when we had to go out and empty the slop-
buckets — at ten in the morning and five in the evening — if
you were doing that job with someone you trusted, then you
might whisper to each other and talk a little bit.

It was in the fourth Tibetan month of 1959 that a group of
prisoners were transferred to Dartsedo near the Chinese bor-
der. We were taken in a truck under armed guard, one soldier
with a machine gun in front, and three armed guards in the
rear. There were about twenty-five of us. All except me were
monks. And among the monks there were many lamas and
tulkus. We were all tied together, so one of my hands was
tied to the arm of a Rinpoche, and the other hand to another
monk.

None of us knew beforehand that we would be transferred
that day. At breakfast they gave us a lot of tea. Of course if
there is extra, the prisoners will drink a lot of tea to make their
stomachs full. After the morning meal we were called and
taken away. It was a very long drive, we were full of tea, and
during the trip they did not stop the truck for the prisoners to
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relieve themselves.

For myself I just thought it would be terribly disrespectful,
an insult, to relieve myself in the truck in front of all these la-
mas. But the road was so rough that when the truck bumped
up and down it would knock the breath out of you. I saw how
some of the monks, and especially some of the elder ones,
they just had to urinate sitting there in the truck.

It was sometime in the evening that we reached a place
called Gadag. It was an area of many labor camps and prisons.
So at Gadag L.ung Trang — that means in Chinese, agricultural
labor camp — we were let out of the truck. And then I could see
that most of these elder monks and lamas, their shamthab, the
skirt of their robes, was wet from having to urinate while we
were bouncing over these rough roads.

At Gadag Lung Trang the monks were all kept in a separate
room. I was kept alone in another small room which was
locked up and guarded by sentries. Early the next morning,
without giving us any food, we were again taken away in the
truck with armed guards.

We reached Dartsedo that day around lunch time. We were
given some food — one blackish momo and a glass of black tea.
Then immediately we were told to go cut and carry stones for
building. We were each given a contraption to carry the stones,
a wooden plank with a ledge at the bottom, with ropes
threaded through so that you wear it on your back like a ruck-
sack, and you carry the stones on this. I had never seen any-
thing like that before in my life, so I didn’t know which was
the head and which was the tail of the thing. Unwittingly I put
it on upside down. Immediately one of the guards started
beating me on my face. He yelled, “You better be careful!
Don’t show us your contempt! If you wear this rack upside
down how will you carry stones!”

I said, “I’ve never seen a thing like this in my life, so how
should I know how to use it?” He told me, “Shut up and go to
work.”

When we went out to collect these stones we had to march in
double lines. You were not supposed to break the line, so you
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had to keep up with the march, whether you were carrying a
heavy stone or an empty rack. At the far end, about a kilometer
away, there was a stone quarry where other prisoners were
blasting and cutting the stone. At the quarry, while you fetch
the stones, the guards are always keeping an eye on you.

Then, returning with the stones on our backs, some of the
elder monks who were not used to this kind of physical work,
they would get weak and couldn’t keep up. The guards would
berate and beat these old lamas for being too slow.

Sometimes Tibetan civilians would gather to watch these
scenes, and you could see the people crying and grabbing at
each other with frustration at not being able to do anything to
help. After a while, since the elder monks couldn’t keep up,
they were just locked up in their cells and only the younger
ones had to go out to work.

At that time there were three hundred women at the prison.
Some were old Ama-la’s, with hair gone completely white.
Some were nuns. Some were women of my age. And these
three hundred women were from all different parts of Tibet -
there were so many dialects being used some people couldn’t
even understand each other.

Some were brought from Lhasa, taken to Gormu, then to
Zhiling, then by train to Chengdu. From Chengdu, Dartsedo
is very near. There were women from Lhasa, Derge, Chamdo,
Lithang, Chatring, Amdo, Kanze, Nyarong, there were no-
mads, women from all over.

Most of the Tibetans who were left alive after the battles
with the Chinese were arrested and brought here. Sometimes
we would talk to each other, “Did you leave any children be-
hind?” Some would say yes, some would say no. And those
who had left their children behind would say, “Oh you are
very lucky. You don’t have any children to worry about.”

From among these women ten of us were assigned to
clean vehicles, especially the buses. While we were clean-
ing the buses we could see all the other trucks that were
parked there. We could see trucks full of golden statues,
shining in the sun. Religious images of all different sizes
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were piled high in the back of these trucks.

Some of the others were afraid to look up, because there
were always guards nearby. But sometimes I would look
around to see what I could see. I would whisper to the others,
“Just look. All of our religious treasures are being loaded in
these trucks.” And in the evening when we went back among
the other women I would tell them, “Now our country, Tibet,
it has lost its mothers — they are here in prison. It has lost its
deities — our statues are being carried away to China, loaded
into these trucks that I saw today.”

This prison in Dartsedo was formerly a big monastery,
Ngamchoe Monastery. The monastery was plundered of its
statues and other religious objects. The shrine rooms and
sleeping quarters were turned into prison cells. Many incar-
nate lamas and important monks were imprisoned there. All
the monks were kept in the main assembly hall. The women
prisoners were kept in rooms surrounding a courtyard with ten
or twenty women together in each room.

One day I was summoned by a prison official. I was scolded
by this officer who said, “Yesterday after you cleaned the
buses you were telling the other prisoners about all your stat-
ues being taken away. You better be careful, otherwise there
will be only one way to deal with you.”

After a while I was assigned to work with the three women
who took care of the pigsties. The pigs were kept for the Chi-
nese staff to eat. By this time the food situation at the prison
had become very bad. We were not given momos anymore,
we just got thin corn gruel, or oat gruel. We were fed one mug
of this three times a day.

There were two times a day for the monks to empty their
toilet pots, times when they could go outside. Near the en-
trance there was a small stream with flowing water, and after
emptying the buckets they would try to wash their hands or
put some water on their heads. The monastery courtyard was
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paved with huge slabs of stone. What I would do is take bits
from the pig food — which was made up of garbage and leftover
scraps —and I would scatter bits of this pig food around the
courtyard. And avoiding the guards who were posted on the
roof, I would signal to these monks where to find the food, and
they would immediately grab it and eat it. When you are hun-
gry, if you can get something like that it is really good, you con-
sider yourself very lucky to get something like that to eat.

One day while I was working in the pigsties, from a room
that had a small window I heard someone calling out, “Aro!
Aro!” which in Kham dialect means, “Hey there! Hey there!”
When I looked through the window I saw two men inside.
Both of them had been shot in their thighs. They were just
sitting there with white cloth covering their legs.

Right away they asked me, “Are you the sister of Juguma?”
That’s the name of my elder brother who is now in Nepal. My
first thought was that now the Chinese have killed my brother.

I asked them, “Has my brother Juguma been killed?”

They said, “No, no.” Then they told me some good news.
They said that His Holiness the Dalai Lama had successfully
escaped Tibet and reached India. My mind suddenly became
very happy, to think that His Holiness the Dalai Lama had ar-
rived safely in India.

They said that after His Holiness had left, when the Chi-
nese started bombarding Lhasa and the Norbulinka area, they
also attempted to escape. But the Chinese were shelling all
the roads in and out of Lhasa, to stop people from escaping.
Both of them were wounded in the shelling. All their friends
and companions who were travelling with them were killed.
These two survived only because they were wounded in the
leg.

“Where is your native land?” I asked them. They said they
were from Derge in Kham. They had met my brother in Lhasa
around the Norbulinka and they had fought together. They
told me that my brother was able to escape to India.

At that time these two were in very bad shape — they were
almost dying. The food at that time was so poor, and they were
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wounded, so their condition was really deteriorating. So from
the pig food I would pick out chunks of radish and other bits of
food and I would squeeze it into a big lump, and I would aim
to throw it through this little window so that it would land on
their lap. If it fell on the floor they wouldn’t be able to get it
because they couldn’t walk, so I would aim for their lap, and
immediately they would grab it and eat it.

After I heard this great news, when I came upon some
monks emptying their slop buckets I would immediately tell
them that His Holiness had escaped to India, he was safe in
India and the Chinese were not able to get their hands on him.
This of course made everyone very happy. And I told every-
body, “Now for us, even if we die, it doesn’t matter. Because
when His Holiness returns things will be better.”

"This gave me so much happiness, but most of the prisoners
had not heard the news. So I started singing a native song, a
folk-song from a proverb my father used to tell us. We would
sing it when the whole country was covered under a layer of
SNOW:

The snow has fallen, but don’t be sad,
After the snowfall, comes the warmth of the sun.

When the other prisoners heard me singing this song they
knew right away that I must have some happy news. So ev-
eryone would try to come to me to hear what good news I had
to tell.

9

The four women who were tending the pigsties at Dartsedo
were Ngangtso Wangmo from Lithang, Dolkar and Yangchen
who were both from Chatring, and myself. All four of us were
In our twenties.
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The Chief Warden of the prison was a Chinese man named
Trang Tsu Do Trang, he was the head of the whole prison. He
repeatedly and regularly raped all four of us. One by one, he
would call us to his quarters, supposedly to clean his house,
and he would forcibly rape us. Then he would threaten us to
make sure we didn’t tell anyone. He was especially strict with
me.

Afterward he would make us take some kind of pill, a medi-
cine that smells of musk. It was dissolved in water, and he
would make us drink this. Later I found out that if you take
this you won’t become pregnant.

The four of us would cry, and tell each other, “He is abusing
us like this and we don’t even have any control over our own
bodies.” But when we discussed it among ourselves we real-
ized there isn’t much we can do against this abuse. Out there
in the prison the prisoners are dying of starvation, getting
nothing to eat. Here there are four of us working in the pig-
sties, at least we get this leftover pig food. Our stomachs are
full. At least we have that.

Then one day he was transferred and a new officer came. We
were very happy to hear about this.

10

I continued to leave pig food in hidden places for the monks,
but I began to see how wasted away they were looking. Their
eyes were sunken in their sockets, their cheekbones sticking
out, their heads looked big and their necks very thin. They
looked just like hungry ghosts. It was frightening to even
look upon their faces.

The food at Dartsedo was insufficient from the beginning.
At Kanze we used to get momos. But at Dartsedo we were only
given gruel of corn or oats. Everyone was slowly starving. The
four of us who were tending the pigsties were the most
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healthy, because we could eat the pig food.

Dartsedo is a big area, and there are three main highways
going out, one to the north, one to the east and one to the west.
At the junction of these three roads there are military check-
points. Minyatago is the highway going down to the Lobasha
region. Yarlotago is the road where they piled the corpses of all
the prisoners who died of starvation or were executed. They
dug huge mass graves along that road, and that is where they
dumped the bodies. In those days, if you had to go into that
area you had to hold your nose because the stench was so hor-
rible. Even now, if you go there you will see the bones. If we
went there today I could show you where these mass graves
are.

Every day they would deliver nine or ten truck loads of bod-
ies out there. Some days less, some days more. Usually eight,
nine, ten trucks.

Of course the labor was continuing, the main work was con-
structing new prison buildings. The entire construction job
was done with the forced labor of prisoners — quarrying and
carrying the stones, the carpentry, the masonry — every aspect
of the job was done by prisoners.

We woke up at seven in the morning. At eight we got break-
fast, and started work at nine. Lunch time would depend on
when we finished our morning work. Then there was a one-
hour break because the prison guards needed a rest after
lunch. Then work again in the afternoon. So we worked four
hours in the morning and four hours in the afternoon. After
dinner there was the two-hour study session. These reeduca-
tion meetings were non-stop, they were never interrupted,
and they went on every night at every prison.

At these meetings the Chinese scolded and punished those
prisoners whose behavior they did not like. They would tell us
that Mao Zedong is everyone’s father. The communist nation
of China is the best country in the world, China is number one.
And they said, “You are hoping and waiting for the help of the
Dalai Lama, but he is wandering all over the world, alone. He
is kowtowing to imperialist America and many other countries,
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but he is not getting support from any of them. The Dalai
Lamais in a world where he is not able to look after his health,
So you are lost.”

Prisoners who were beggars in earlier times, those who
spoke Chinese, or who cooperated with the Chinese, they be-
came special prisoners and were used as spies to check up on
other prisoners. The Chinese would tell these characters,
“You just check to see what the prisoners are discussing, who
is speaking against the Chinese, and what they are saying. You
report to us and we will give you money, we will release you.”
Sometimes they would really release a prisoner, saying, “This
prisoner is really good. He has reported to us about the behav-
ior of other prisoners, so we are going to release him.” In front
of all the other prisoners they would make a show of releasing
him,

So eventually one of these spy-prisoners said in one of these
meetings, “After Adhe sang that song all of these prisoners,
their faces were glowing. Even the monks, everyone looked so
happy. There must be some other meaning behind this song.”
He also accused me, saying, “I saw Adhe taking pig food for
the monks.”

Shortly after that I was called in to the office. In the pigsties
there were troughs, hollowed out wooden logs where we used
to put the pigs’ food. They brought one of these troughs and
made me kneel on that, and I had to raise my hands straight up
in the air, and they started interrogating me. “Why were you
singing that song? What was the meaning? Was it a message for
the prisoners, that they shouldn’t worry because there will be
happier times? What happier times? What are you thinking?”

Ianswered, “Itis justan old folk song from my native land, it
reflected my mind and I was singing it. What happier times
could there be? Everything is gone. So many people are dead.
I was just recollecting an old native song.”

Finally they charged me with three things: First, that af-
ter cleaning the buses I spread the word to the other pris-
oners that all the statues were being transported to China.
Second, instead of giving the food to the pigs I was giving
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it to the monks. Third, I was singing this song,.

They threatened me with execution and said, “If you don’t
begin to think straight we will execute you. On top of the
crimes you committed here, you have been one of the main
leaders of the resistance that opposes the Chinese liberation.”

Then they pointed out that of all the women in that prison 1
was the worst criminal, with the most serious offenses and the
heaviest sentence. None of the others had experienced what |
had, with my brother-in-law’s execution, and despite all this,
they said, I was still acting against them.

For almost four hours they made me kneel on the trough.
They had raised my chuba so that my knees were bare on the
sharp edges of the rough wood, so my knees were raw and
bleeding. Here, you can still see the scars on both of my knees.
Afterward, when I was walking away, I was wearing my boots —
traditional Tibetan boots — and I could feel they were wet in-
side from the blood that was pouring down my legs.

Finally they told me I would no longer be assigned to the
pigsty. I was locked up in my cell and they said, “Now you
think things over carefully.”

While I was locked up in my cell I would watch others work-
ing outside. I would watch the monks coming out to carry their
slop buckets, looking around for food in the old hiding places.
But now there wasn’t any food.

11

The third road that runs out of the junction in Dartsedo is the
Gyanagtago, this is the road to China.

In the autumn of 1960, after I had been in Dartsedo Prison
for about one and a half years, once again I was transferred.
Many of the women had already died of starvation. Out of
those who were left they selected one hundred, all of them
around the age of twenty or so. We were put together with two
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hundred men, and this group was transferred to a lead mine at
a place called Gothang Gyalpo, just over the border between
China and Tibet.

We walked from Dartsedo to Gothang Gyalpo, three hun-
dred prisoners in a double line, escorted by armed guards. It
took us five days. We were given decent food because without
it we could not have made the trip. We got some momos, and
even the soup was thick and had something in it. When you
licked the spoon there was really something there. In
Dartsedo, there was nothing to lick, just water.

Each prisoner carried their own bag of personal belongings. I
myself had hardly anything. Just my mug for soup. In fact, |
was still in the same chuba I was wearing when I was arrested
two years before. That chuba was everything to me. The
sleeves of my chuba were my pillow, one side of the chuba was
my mattress, and the other side was my blanket. At Dartsedo
we had no other bedding or blankets.

During this march I decided to commit suicide by jumping
off a bridge. I had made my prayers to the Triple Gem and |
had decided to jump when we crossed the Chagsam Bridge
that divided Tibet and China. But I couldn’t do it. While we
marched we were tied together, in groups of six or seven pris-
oners. I couldn’t get away from the other prisoners.

When we finally arrived at Gothang Gyalpo it was an incred-
ible scene: So many prisoners working all over this huge lead
mine. They looked like bugs, like ants going in every direc-
tion. There were thousands and thousands of them swarming
over the mine, and when I looked around, I saw they were all
Tibetan. Their physical condition was the same as at
Dartsedo — starvation. Many were leaning on walking sticks,
otherwise they would not be able to hold up their heads.

The prison was placed in a location with rivers on two sides
and a great mountain behind, so there was no chance of es-
cape. They had dug a huge open pit mine in the middle of this
mountain, and from there they were extracting lead.

The prisoners were grouped in work units of ten. Everyone
had a small hammer. The lead ore would be brought down
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from the pit, and the prisoners would crush it piece by piece
with their hammers. After each day’s work a prison official
would weigh how much each prisoner had broken that day. I
don’t remember what the quota was, but if a prisoner was not
able to accomplish the correct number of kilos of broken rock
every day, then he would be punished in some way — possibly
he wouldn’t be given a meal. Or he might be given only half a
mug,

The food was the same food, corn and oat gruel. Sometimes
I would pretend that I was sick, that I didn’t have any strength
to work. Then I would be assigned to the vegetable garden
where they grew food for the Chinese guards. There you had a
chance to eat some of the vegetables, whatever they were
growing there.

Whether you worked in the lead mine or the vegetable gar-
den, the military control was the same. In all directions there
were armed guards keeping watch while the prisoners worked.
When you wanted to relieve yourself you had to stand up and
raise your hand and ask for permission. You had to say, “Boko
Jesu,” which means something like, “Excuse me Sir.” You
would look at the guard carefully and if he gave a little nod of
his head, yes, you could go. If he didn’t react at all, if he just
ignored you, no, you couldn’t go.

I didn’t become ill, but any green thing I found, no matter
what, I would pick up and eat. Some of the prisoners were
Kuomintang (KMT) - Nationalist Chinese prisoners — these
KMT prisoners, when they found worms in the fields they
would eat them. There was a red worm and a white one, they
would just pick them up and eat them. I myself could never do
it. I couldn’t eat those worms. But grass and weeds, any veg-
etable thing I could find, I would eat.

After some time there was no strength in my body to walk. I
couldn’t even go from here where I am sitting over to the door
of this room. If I stood up I would just fall over. I didn’t even
have the strength to tie up the belt of my chuba, so it was al-
ways hanging loose, and when I walked I would step on the
lining, so the lining was coming out, it was all coming apart.
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In those days, when you got your soup, while you were
served you leaned with all your weight on your walking stick.
Then you would drink it down immediately, because if you
tried to carry it away, you would just fall down and spill it -
then you would have nothing to eat.

When the prison staff saw the cook carrying the soup to the
prisoners they would gather together and follow along behind
the cook in order to watch the scene for their amusement.
When all the soup was served out the empty pot would be
placed in the center of the group of prisoners. Then, on a sig-
nal, the prisoners would all go for the pot, desperately trying to
get something out of it, sticking their hands in and licking
their fingers. And because the prisoners were so weak they
would fall over and stumble and roll around, and the pot
would be pushed and pulled in every direction and the prison-
ers would be fighting each other for a chance to lick this empty
pot. The Chinese officers would roar with laughter; it was a
very funny show for them.

When I watched this scene I would always cry. I would won-
der, why is this happening? We are the same human beings.
Why are we suffering like this? Why are these Chinese making
our people starve. And I would pray to His Holiness, and to
the Triple Gem, to please bless us and protect us so that we
won’t have to suffer like this any longer.

Sometimes the prison officials would say, “Let’s go down
and watch the prisoners.” They would take their old used tea
leaves up to the top of a small hill, and they would throw out
these old tea leaves. Immediately the prisoners would rush
there, falling over themselves, and they would dive into the
tea leaves, eating them like it was good food. Some prisoners
who ate a lot of tea leaves, their lips and mouths would be
stained black. And the Chinese officers would just laugh and
have a good time watching this scene.

Right now I can see it all so clearly, I feel as if I were right
there at this moment. Sometimes when I am eating my dinner,
eating a good meal, suddenly the faces of my fellow prisoners
come and appear before my eyes, and immediately there is a
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big lump stuck in my chest, and I don’t have any appetite, |
lose my interest in food.

When prisoners are dying of starvation, all they think about
is food. They will be groaning and crying out, “Oh, may I have
a big piece of bread to eat. May I have a great bowl of tsampa to
eat.” Like that they will be talking about all different foods,
and crying out for them. They shout and cry out like this, and
then it gets weaker, until they are just mumbling about food
until they die.

In the cells the prisoners slept in rows, two rows down the
length of the room. The space for each prisoner was about
eighteen inches. Since all of the prisoners were nothing but
skin and bones, we could fit in such a space.

During the night the prisoner next to you might be shouting
and crying out for food. Then, while you are sleeping there
beside her, you feel her body getting cold. And then you
think, maybe she has died. In the morning, when everyone
wakes up, they gather up all the bodies of those who have died
and they put them in the hall. Many of my cell-mates died
beside me like that, and I felt the cold of death in their bodies.

At night most of your dreams are about food. You see your-
self eating a big meal of fresh bread, or tsampa, enjoying a de-
licious meal, and in your dream, no matter how much you eat
there is always more, the food is never finished. And then the
next morning, when you wake up you know it is a dream, and
you feel so hungry, so starved for food.

There was one prisoner named Thubten Dhargye, he is
alive today. One time when a prisoner died in his cell he tried
to eat his flesh. But the guards found out about it and he was
tied up in ropes and taken away for thamzing. After this inci-
dent they made a wooden enclosure outside the cells to dump
the dead bodies, so the corpses were not left in the hallway
anymore.

When I had a chance I asked Thubten Dhargye, “How
much did you really eat? What was it like, eating human
flesh?” He said, “There was nothing there to eat. It was only
the skin and the bone, there was no meat there. And before 1
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could even eat any of the skin the Chinese caught me.”

There were two types of death among the prisoners. There
was one group of prisoners who died while praying to His Ho-
liness and to the Three Jewels of Buddhism. And then there
was the other group who were always groaning and crying out
for food.

I tore off a strip of cloth and I tied 108 knots in it to make a
rosary. I started praying quietly on my own, doing Tara puja. |
thought, before I die I should prepare myself with prayer.

My condition deteriorated, until finally I couldn’t even
walk. I just sat there, maybe saying mantras. And one night I
felt that my nose was getting very cold. I thought, I don’t know
what is happening, this is very strange. Maybe now it is my
turh to die of starvation.

The next morning I heard rushing water, like a waterfall ora
stream. And when I looked up, I saw that I had been thrown
into the wooden cage that they built to hold the dead bodies.
realized where [ was, and I felt so sad, and I made a final prayer
to His Holiness and the Triple Gem.

Then the workers came around to carry away the corpses,
and when they saw me they yelled out, “Hey this one has her
eyes open!” And I was carried back to my cell.

My own chuba had been taken off me, and I was in an old
tattered rag of a chuba. Some other prisoner had switched my
chuba for this rag I found myself in.

There were almost no women left, they had all died. From
the hundred women who were brought with me from
Dartsedo, only four were left. Since there was no other place to
keep me I was put in with these three other women, who were
tending the pigsties.

In 1962 the head of the prison administration was transferred
and a new head was brought in. The old warden’s name was
Ma Ku Tra. The new man’s name was Bhe Ku Tra. K« Tra is
the title — it means a very senior official, a top official.

While they were handing over the documents and records of
the prison, this lead mine labor camp, the old warden told the
new one that 12,019 Tibetans had died of starvation in that
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camp over the three years of 1960-1962. This conversation was
overheard by Tenzin Norgay, a Tibetan who worked on the
staff of the prison. When he heard this he was so shocked that
he immediately came and told the doctor what he had heard,
that so many Tibetans had died in that place. They discussed
and argued about this because it was so shocking.

This information got around to other prisoners, and I came
to hear of it at that time. I can never forget that figure - 12,019.

12

Back in my native land the people encouraged my brother
Nyima — the second youngest of my mother’s children — they
encouraged him to take up a collection of food, and to try to
bring it to me in prison. They told him to go around the com-
munity and beg for the food, and they did it this way because
if he did not openly go around and beg for the food the Chi-
nese might suspect him of stealing it. So he collected the
food and he travelled to Gothang Gyalpo to find me.

Of course by that time not many were left at Gothang
Gyalpo, not many had survived. One day my brother came to
the prison carrying packets of tsampa, butter, dried meat,
cheese, and tea. When he arrived at the prison the Chinese
officials did not allow him to give the food to me. They said,
“You are not allowed to take this food inside, because we are
taking proper care of the prisoners here. They don’t need your
food. At Gothang Gyalpo no one has ever come before to give
prisoners food, and you are not allowed to bring food here.”

There was one KMT Chinese who was assigned to be the
prison doctor. Actually it was just for show, so they could say
there was a prison doctor, he couldn’t really do much good.
But his mind was not like the Communist Chinese, he didn’t
have a harmful motivation, and he was alright with the prison-
ers. This doctor argued with the prison officials about my
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brother and said, “Why don’t you let him give her the food?
He has come a long way to meet her and give her this food.”
My brother was crying when they wouldn’t let him in. His feet
were covered with blisters from all the walking he had to do to
reach this remote place. And the doctor insisted it was better to
let him in to give the food.

Finally the Chinese made my brother taste little bits from all
the bags of food — to check if there was poison, I suppose. And
then the food was given into the custody of the doctor.

Before they allowed me to meet my brother, the prison off-
cials warned me, “You better show a happy face and never say
anything about starvation. If you tell him that you are starving,
or that you have suffered severely here, there will be serious
consequences for you. But if you say I am not starving, I am
well, everything is alright, we might give you some of the
food.”

So I came out smiling as they ordered me, and I just looked
at my brother. When he saw me he lowered his head and
started crying. Because the sight of me, the condition I was in,
was inconceivable to him. But as for talking, we didn’t have
even a single exchange of words, because the moment he saw
me he started to cry. And there was nothing he could say.

Later, when we met after my release, he recollected this
moment: “When I looked at your face that day it was a face ]
could never imagine. Your eyes sunken into the sockets, your
cheekbones sticking out, the sight of it was horrible. I couldn’t
stand it. There was nothing but the shape of your bones.” He
told me that for months after that visit he couldn’t eat, because
every time he sat down to a meal he saw my starving face.

The Chinese, before ending our meeting, told me to tell
him that I was not starving. But I refused, how could I deny I
was starving, it was obvious to see. Finally my brother left.

From the following morning, every day the doctor brought
me a wooden cup partially full of tsampa. And he advised me,
“If I leave the bag of food with you, you will eat it all in one go.
That will not be good for you in your condition. You could die
from that. But if you eat it a little bit at a time, and build up
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your diet each day, then you will recover. So each day I will
bring you a little more food.”

So the doctor took charge of the food and told the Chinese
he would look after it. He was very helpful, this doctor was a
good man. He didn’t like the communist authorities. And he is
alive today, working somewhere in China.

When I had that first cup of tsampa I was very happy. Then
I immediately wanted another cup. But slowly over the next
days the doctor increased my diet, and finally I was eating a full
cup of tsampa each day, and of course I was very happy.

During those days my fellow inmates kept coming up close
to me and saying, “Oh you smell of tsampa.” I think it is true
that if you eat tsampa you smell of tsampa. And they would ask
me, “How much did your brother bring? How much did you
get? How much do you eat every day?”

I began to think, alright, I am getting enough to eat. But
these people are still starving. Maybe I should share it, distrib-
ute it to the others. But then there won’t be enough, I thought.
It would just be a little bit for each person. So I was thinking
and thinking how I could solve this problem.

Eventually my health improved quite a bit. I was able to
walk and to work. So finally I decided to tell the doctor what I
wanted to do with the food, because I wanted to help the oth-
ers. I asked him, “How about you helping me to arrange to
make a good soup for everybody?”

The doctor was taken aback. He said, “Can you really give it
up like that? Are you sure that is what you want to do with 1t?”

I said, “As far as I am concerned, I have decided. I want to
share this with everybody else, because I can’t bear to see
them running after me, telling me that I smell of tsampa. So I
have decided this is what I want to do.”

So the doctor arranged for a big pot. A huge pot that had be-
longed to the monastery in Gothang Gyalpo. He got firewood
and he called me to make the soup. We cooked it up and it was
served to every prisoner. Every prisoner got a mug full. Some
would just gulp it down immediately on the spot while it was
still so hot they were sweating as they ate it. But some would
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take it back to their cell, where they could add more water and
eat it slowly.

By that time there were very few prisoners left. I couldn’t
say exactly how many, fewer than one hundred. All my fellow
inmates were very happy with my decision and they were all
coming over to thank me for sharing my food, and saying,
“This was brought by your brother, but you have really helped
all of us.” They said they would pray for my long life and pray
that I could someday return to my native land.

The prison authorities did not make any trouble over this
because it was all arranged by the doctor. Afterward, when the
prisoners thanked the doctor he said, “Don’t go around saying
that I am a helpful person. Don’t say that.” He didn’t want the
authorities to hear that he was benefiting the prisoners.

By the time 1963 arrived there were only the four women
prisoners left, perhaps fifty or sixty prisoners altogether. Then
the whole area was emptied, cleared out. Everyone who was
still alive was transferred back to Dartsedo, along with all the
guards and prison staff. Gothang Gyalpo, where at least 12,000
Tibetans had died of hunger and slave labor, was abandoned.
A deserted lead mine.

13

Near Dartsedo was a labor camp in an area known as Simacha.
Simacha was a camp especially for women prisoners. We four
women survivors of Gothang Gyalpo were transferred to
Simacha. There were about fifty other women, from Dartsedo
prison itself and other camps. The work we had to do was
vegetable gardening. Growing the vegetables that were eaten
by the Chinese staff.

We cultivated all kinds of vegetables, cabbage, chili pep-
pers, radish, all of this was for the cadres and the guards to eat.
But while we were working we would steal and eat what we could.
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Sometimes we would try to smuggle vegetables for the other
prisoners who were not working in the gardens. The prison
guards ran a security check at the entrance, before we returned
to our cells, and we were not allowed to take anything in with
us. So we made secret pockets inside our chubas and although
we were under the watchful eyes of the guards while we
worked, we would try to stuff some vegetables into these se-
cret pockets when they were not looking. And no matter how
much they searched us, the guards never found the secret hid-
ing places in our chubas.

Most of the women who were locked up in the cells were old
ladies who were too old or too sick to work. The able-bodied
prisoners all worked in the gardens, but these older women
were given jobs like carding and spinning wool.

Once we were inside the cell we gave them the food and
they would immediately eat it, covering their mouths so the
guards would not see them eating. Since we were constantly
stealing and eating from the vegetable garden, after some time
we all became fairly healthy.

Occasionally the prison officials would scold us, saying, “You
people don’t think at all of work, you are always thinking
about food. I know you are stealing vegetables because you are
looking better.”

As usual, in our cells we had no beds, no mattresses, but
each prisoner was given a small woolen blanket. The toilet was
still a bucket in the cell.

The prison guards and staff were women. Mainly Chinese
women, though there were also some Tibetan women on staff.
Most of these Tibetan women officials were married to Chi-
nese men, but they were very helpful and supportive of us.
When they were being watched by Chinese staff they would
pretend to be very strict, always scolding us. But when we
were working in the gardens, stealing vegetables, these Ti-
betan guards would just look the other way.

Since some of the women in Simacha had come from
Dartsedo, I inquired about the Dartsedo prison — what had
once been Ngamchoe Monastery — where I had been impris-
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oned together with hundreds of monks and lamas from all over
Tibet. I asked them if they knew what happened to these
monks. They told me that all of them had died.

There was one day there when seven high lamas all passed
away. I knew three of those lamas myself: there was Lama
Sogyal Choephel Gyatso from Nyarong, Dukor Shabtrul from
Dukor, which is north of Kanze, and Bhabu Tulku from
Derge. Huofo - living Buddha - is the Chinese word for Ti-
betan lama. When seven such high lamas all passed away on
the same day, the Chinese were just amazed.

There was one old woman from my native region named
Sonam Palzom. She didn’t tell me what had happened to my
son, but she told me about some of the events in our home
country after I was arrested.

There was a lama called [.ama Rinzin, who was popular all
over the Kanze area. Everyone knew him. He was a very eld-
erly lama; all of his hair was white.

Sonam Palzom told me, “After you were arrested [.ama
Rinzin was selected for thamzing. Before they took him his
attendant told the lama, “Tomorrow you are going to be put
through thamzing.’ And the attendant started crying. The
lama said, ‘No. No. There is no need for you to worry. In the
end we are all bound to die. So there is no use in worrying
about these things now.’

“So that night the attendant went to sleep as usual in the
corner of his room, and the lama was in his bed. In the middle
of the night the attendant heard a loud pop!/ He lay there won-
dering, what is that noise, what is happening? He couldn’t
sleep very well, and in the morning he got up and he found
that Lama Rinzin had passed away during the night. So he
would not be going to thamzing.”

Normally when Tibetans die, during the funeral procession
there is the breaking of the skull of the deceased. This is sym-
bolic of the consciousness leaving the body to move on to its
next life. But this lama, through a special practice called powa,
had intentionally transferred his consciousness to another life.
So they could not put him through thamzing, He was already gone.



After the Snowfall 91

Then I remembered something that happened at Go-thang
Gyalpo lead mine. There were a few prisoners there who had
the job of looking after other prisoners who were very sick,
who were too weak to get up. One of these helpers told us
about a lama who had been at Gothang Gyalpo. When people
were dying of starvation this lama would console them and re-
assure them that in the future there would be a better life,
peace, and liberation.

Then the lama began telling people, “Maybe my time has
come now.” The lama had brought something with him to the
camp, something wrapped in cloth. He said, “Please bring it to
me,” and he told his helper to close the door. From the cloth
he took out a yellow shirt and he put that on. He sat in medita-
tion posture, and he began to perform some kind of ceremony.
His hands were placed in some kind of special mudra, and
when you looked at his posture, he was fixed, just like a statue.
Sitting there, in that meditation posture, he passed away.

Afterward his body was thrown on the pile with the other
dead Tibetans.

14

I was held at Simacha for a little over two years. At the begin-
ning of 1966 I was transferred to another camp with a veg-
etable farm at Minyag Rangakha. The Chinese call this area
Shingducha. It is about four hours’ drive from Dartsedo, but
it is still under the authority of Dartsedo District. The Chi-
nese were operating twenty-one different labor camps in the
area. At that time all the women prisoners were transferred
from Simacha to Shingducha. We heard later that Simacha
prison was converted into a school for children, but I don’t
know for sure.

In Shingducha the work was the same, tending the veg-
etable gardens. These gardens filled the needs of all the
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guards and staff of the twenty-one camps in the region. Here
the food for the prisoners was a bit better. We got small momos
and a little bit of cooked vegetables.

In general the women prisoners were in much better condi-
tion than the men because we got to work in the gardens,
Some of the men worked in the fields, some of them were as-
signed to construction projects.

Before 1950 the Chinese never lived in our region. But after
that time, whatever area they found to be a good location fora
settlement, if there were some Tibetan houses there, they
would demolish those Tibetan houses and move the Tibetans
to another place. They gave the Tibetans very little compen-
sation, and then they would quickly build Chinese houses. All
over Kham they did it like that.

It was the prisoners who built these new settlements. Pris-
oners who carried the stones, who made the bricks, who did
the carpentry work, who built the houses. But when you look
to see who is living there, it is Chinese, not Tibetans.

I remember some of the old women telling us, “Before, in
our day, we had big fields where we could camp and hold pic-
nics. We would go up in the mountains for picnics and horse
races, songs and dances. Now the Chinese have built many
buildings in these parts, and in many areas they have com-
pletely changed the place. You don’t even recognize the
places we used to know. Now, even though it is our country,
you can’t even recognize your own native land.”

Take for example the mountain forests. During the days of
independent Tibet these mountains and forests were consid-
ered sacred. In many of them you were not supposed to cut the
trees, and you weren’t supposed to hunt. That was the law. In
those days only people in groups could venture into those for-
ests because they were so wild and thick, so full of every pos-
sible animal.

But when the Chinese came they devastated these forests.
Using prison labor, as well as paid Chinese lumberjacks, they
cut down trees over vast areas. All the wildlife disappeared. All
the wood from these forests was transported to China. At the
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same time they started building settlements in these wild ar-
eas. So the whole region became unrecognizable.

I think that is the reason why the Chinese Government
doesn’t allow visitors into this part of Tibet. Because the
people would see. There has been such an enormous influx of
Chinese. If you go there today, you won’t see many Tibetans.
In our own native land you will see many more Chinese than
you will see Tibetans.

15

One day in 1967, twenty of the healthiest women prisoners
were called together. We all wondered what was going on,
where were we going? We were taken to a hospital, perhaps a
mile or so away, and we were told to wait there in a big hall.
This was the biggest hospital in the area, for Chinese staff
and officials, not for the public. There were different hospi-
tals for the Chinese workers and for the Tibetans.

We were all sitting on chairs in this big hall. In the center
there was a heater and we were being looked after very well.
They were bringing us something to drink, the Chinese called
it futucha. It was a clear liquid, very sweet, maybe molasses,
maybe powdered glucose. We were told to drink a lot of this.
The Chinese doctors were pushing it on us, urging us to drink
it, constantly bringing us more. After a while our faces became
all red because the room was very warm and we were drinking
so much of this drink. And we were asking each other, what is
going on? Why are they being so nice to us today?

Then a group of doctors entered the room in gowns. We
were told to put out our arms. They took bottles about this
size, about a pint, and they extracted blood from our arms. It
hurt a little when they put the needle in, but while they were
extracting the blood there wasn’t any pain. So from each of the
twenty of us they extracted this volume of blood.
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Then we knew the reason they were being so nice to us, it
was in order to extract blood. One of the prisoners said that if
we drink this sweet drink maybe it will strengthen our blood,
maybe we should drink more of it. So we all started drinking
more.

After about an hour or so, the doctors came again. And again
they extracted the same volume of blood! We all became very
upset then, because they had already taken blood from our
bodies, and we knew that we would not be getting good food
to build up our strength afterward. When I looked at the faces
of the other prisoners they had become very pale.

Of course after giving blood a person is not going to die right
away, but afterwards, we found that among all these women
their health began to deteriorate. They became sick and they
got weaker and weaker.

There was one woman named Rinchen Dolma from
Chatring who fell ill after this incident, and about one year
later she died. There was another woman, Yondrung Palmo
from Nyarong, she also got sick and eventually died. And
Tsering Lhamo, from Kanze, we were from the same native
land. She had a feeling like a lump in her abdomen. She would
tell me, “I have this pain here. There is some kind of growth
here, which started after they took our blood.” She also even-
tually passed away.

Of course there was a doctor at the prison, but that was just
for show, so there was no treatment for these women. If an
outsider visited the prison they would say, “Oh yes, there is a
doctor here.” But it was a doctor in name only. In reality these
doctors never seriously treated a prisoner or gave them useful
medication. So these women fell ill, and due to lack of proper
medical care, lack of proper food, they were never able to re-
cover their strength, so they just became weaker and weaker
and eventually they died.

My own health before they took blood from me was not as
poor as these other women. But one problem that began after
they took blood, and has continued until now, is that I get
cramps in my calves and legs. I have had those cramps since
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that time. Sometimes at night, in bed, when I want to roll over,
I can’t do it right away, I have to move slowly and carefully,
because if I move too suddenly the cramps start.

Many of the other women who survived also became ill and
weak and developed various problems from this. There was a
woman named Riho from Nagchu District, a place called
Drakho. She would get giddy and dizzy when she walked.
Sometimes she would faint. One time she fell and cut herself
on the back of her head so they had to give her stitches. She is
still alive today, and when people ask her what is wrong with
her, she says, “Oh, I have had this problem since that time
they took blood from us in prison.”

16

In the region of Shingducha there is a prison called Chen Yu,
in Chinese. It is very high security, with very high walls and
many armed guards all around. This is a prison where they
hold those who are sentenced to over twenty-five years or life
imprisonment. Around the beginning of 1968 a group of us
were transferred to Chen Yu Prison, mainly prisoners who
were considered problems by the Chinese, who were not co-
operative and didn’t listen to their ideas.

At this new prison they told us, “You people were made to
work in order to reeducate you, but it didn’t help to change
your minds. Now you have to use your minds and get a proper
education in order to change your stubborn brains.” And so,
for a year we were not assigned to any work, but we had to con-
stantly attend indoctrination classes. Of course at every prison
you had these reeducation sessions for two hours every night.
But now, at Chen Yu, that was all we did.

During these classes they would tell us that His Holiness is
wandering around begging for help from America and other
foreign countries but he is not finding help from anyone.
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Then they would say, “America is just a paper tiger. When yoy
look at the paper tiger it looks very fierce and powerful, but if it
falls into the water, it just dissolves. America is the enemy of
the world. No other country likes America. But the Dalai
Lama is begging for help from such a place. So what reason do
you people have for hope? If you have faith in such a person, it
is like a dream, a fantasy. You hold on to the dream of many
happy things happening, but then when you wake up in the
morning these things are not there. It is just a dream. Instead
of these fantasies it is better for you to realize that the Commu-
nist Party of China is good. And see that China under the
Communist Party is the biggest and the greatest country in the
world. And Mao Zedong is the father of all the citizens of the
world.

“So you should consider this, and realize it. And then think,
‘In my early days I opposed the Communist Party of China.
But I made a mistake.” You must think like that. And thinking
like that you should generate love for the Communist Party of
China. And work along the guidelines set forth by the CPC. If
you think in these terms, your sentence may be reduced. You
may have the opportunity to return to your family, you will be
able to return to your native land. Otherwise, if you fantasize
that the Dalai Lama is coming back, or you dream that some
foreign country will help you, then you will suffer for your
whole lifetime in this prison.”

Every afternoon after lunch the prison staff would take a
one-hour rest break. One day, after one of these indoctrination
sessions, while the officers were resting it started to rain. Some
of the prisoners started joking, “Now it is raining. America is
just a paper tiger. With a rain like this America has probably
disappeared.”

But unfortunately this was reported to the authorities, and
some prisoners, including me, were punished. That night we
had to kneel down for two hours and raise our arms above our
heads. When we couldn’t hold our arms up any longer and
they started to droop, the guards would immediately kick us
on the elbows with their heavy boots. And they would say,
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“You are all very bad. Even now while you are being reedu-
cated you are showing your dislike. We will investigate this
and find out who instigated this talk.”

Then one day all the women prisoners were called in and we
were taken to the meeting hall. It was full of Chinese guards
and officials. They sat us down and they cut off our hair. They
cut our hair short like the Chinese women. Then the soldiers
gave us round hats that covered the ears and buttoned under
the chin. We were told to take off our Tlibetan clothes and we
were given Chinese clothes, Mao suits made of cotton, and
shirts. We had to pile all of our chubas in one corner, and after
dressing us in Mao suits and Chinese hairstyles all our Tibetan
clothes were burned.

Then they formally started the meeting and they an-
nounced, “From today onward all of you have to speak Chi-
nese. From today onward if anyone is found speaking Tibetan
she will be prosecuted. From today, everything is Chinese.
There is no Tibet. You are not to wear Tibetan clothes, you
are not to speak Tibetan language. Now there is no more Ti-
bet. Only China. You are not allowed to murmur prayers or re-
cite mantras. Every prisoner is expected to report it if they hear
any others speaking Tibetan or reciting mantras. Those who
cooperate and report these rule-breakers will be rewarded
with release from prison.”

Among the prisoners who were listening, the old women,
white-haired and toothless — they didn’t understand any Chi-
nese, and now they were not allowed to speak Tibetan, so
from then on they had to sit as if they were dumb, they
couldn’t say anything.

But when the Chinese told us this, of course they had to use
a Tibetan translator, because these elder prisoners didn’t un-
derstand what the officials were saying in Chinese. I myself
knew some Chinese by this time, as it had already been ten
years since I was arrested.

This was the time of the Cultural Revolution. Sometimes at
the meetings they would bring thankas and use them as cush-
ions on the chairs and sit on them. They would say, “Now you
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can see whether your deities and sacred beings exist or not.”
These were Chinese women officers, they would sit on our
sacred thankas, and we were forced to look up and watch this,
And as soon as you saw something like this you would feel
such a pain inside. Because you know these deities, these are
your own objects of worship, and it made you feel so bad.

So for one year we underwent this reeducation regime. But
for myself, I had always believed that whatever the Chinese
say, itis a lie. I didn’t have even a fraction of belief in what the
Chinese told us. I had made a personal decision to trust my
own understanding of what I saw and what I experienced.
Whatever they told the prisoners, I would simply disregard it.
Although openly I never opposed the Chinese authorities -
because if I spoke out the results would have been terrible -
inside I was always opposed, even when I kept quiet.

Some prisoners would pretend that they liked and agreed
with what the Chinese were saying, but inside not many pris-
oners trusted the Chinese words. Sometimes they would
make a great show of releasing certain prisoners, but these
were mainly informers and spies.

For myself, I always thought, even if they repeat their ideas
one hundred or one thousand times, I will always believe the
words of the lamas who said even if you are suffering right
now, in the end there will be happiness. And I also thought
about His Holiness, who had escaped, and was outside trying
to help us. I always believed that he would come back to his
people.

I was determined that I would remember all these years of
suffering under the Chinese. All the brutality I was subjected
to. So I always tried to review and remember these events.
That is why I remember things very clearly today, because I
was determined and I made every effort to remember them. 1
decided that when all the Tibetans who had escaped into ex-
ile returned, I would tell them everything that happened in

our country. That determination kept all these memories fresh
in my heart.
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17

A year later, in 1969, we were transferred back to Shingducha
and we resumed our routine of working in the vegetable
fields. At that time there was a Tibetan woman on the prison
staff named Drangkho. She had married a Chinese man when
she was young and ended up with a job as a prison officer.
She was very helpful to the prisoners. She would always say,
“We are Tibetans. They are Chinese.” So to that extent she
was one of us.

Drangkho liked me, and she would tell me, “You are a very
strong Tibetan, and you should stay that way. You should re-
main unmoved, no matter what the Chinese tell you. Because
ultimately, they cannot enter your heart. You should not be
like some others who waver back and forth, trying to be clever.
Because if you do that, in the future it will only bring more
problems for you. But if you remain firm, if you never bend to
what the Chinese tell you, you keep a strong mind, that will be
the best way.”

She somehow arranged for me to work in the kitchen as a
cook’s helper. There was a Chinese woman working there and
Drangkho told her, “You know Adhe? When we send her to
wash clothes she does a very good job, she is very reliable.
Maybe we should get her to work in the kitchen.” So with her
help I got the job working in the kitchen.

Drangkho told me, “When you go to fetch water never at-
tempt to escape. You won’t be able to escape and you will land
me in big trouble. But if you work carefully in the kitchen you
will have enough to eat. And since they took that blood from
you, you need the extra nourishment.”

Sometimes I was assigned to carry the food out to the prison-
ers working in the fields. Of course there would always be an
escort with me. When I looked around I saw all the new roads
and highways built in the region. And on these new roads half
of the trucks you saw were transporting timber from Tibet to
China. Many of the other trucks were carrying religious stat-
ues. But this time it wasn’t the smaller images that they took
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away after 1959. This time they took the great statues, the
large images from the monasteries, and they cut them in half,
chopped them into pieces, and hauled them away in trucks.
Many were broken up with axes or hammers. They would just
smash them to pieces.

To see these sights was very depressing for me. And not
only this, but during those days the Chinese would bring huge
loads of scriptures into the prison and pile them up in one
room, and they would get a group of prisoners working to tear
up these scriptures into little pieces. They would dump the
shredded scriptures into a big drum full of water, then they
would add mud and the mixture would be used to plaster
houses.

In 1968 many new prisoners arrived in our camp who
brought us news from the rest of the country. They told us,
“Now everything is finished. Everything is destroyed. The
religion has been destroyed. There is nothing left.” Most of
these women were nuns who refused to get married, or who
were openly telling the Chinese what they thought: “You are
destroying everything that belongs to the Tibetans.”

One of these newcomers said, “His Holiness has been able
to flee along with many other capable Tibetans. These people
are alive, which is good. But if you look at the remaining Ti-
betan society inside Tibet as a hand with five fingers, then the
thumb and the first two fingers have been chopped off. These
categories of Tibetan society have all been killed. Killed to
such an extent that if you go up into the forests where they
fought you will find countless skeletons of dead Tibetans. So
what is left in Tibet are just the last two fingers, the weakest
fingers, these are the Tibetans who are left. The only ones left
are the small children. There is hardly anyone left that we
would know. Our generation is gone.”

Then I said, “Among the prisoners, all the elite of Tibetan
society, the educated, the officials, the lamas and scholars, all
have perished — at Gothang Gyalpo lead mine, and at the
other camps. Now our land has no mothers, it has no religion,
His Holiness has fled the country.” Now and then we would
pray for his early return. Then we would just sit there and cry.
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In each of the twenty-one Jung trang — agricultural labor
camps — in the Shingducha region there was one section
where the cattle confiscated from the nomads were raised by
prisoners. The livestock was for the use of the Chinese who
would eat the dairy products and the meat.

On Tibetan New Year — what we call Losar - of 1970, when
they slaughtered yaks for the Chinese staft’s celebration, the
women’s section and the camp opposite us were very fortu-
nate to be given the heads and limbs of the slaughtered yaks.
All the prisoners were very happy, really overjoyed to hear that
we would be getting some yak meat for New Year.

The women’s section got five yak heads. The chief cook in
the kitchen of the women’s section was a former Kuomintang
Chinese woman, very unpleasant, a nasty person. Her name
was L1 Hu Yeh. Now, the Chinese woman who was head war-
den of our prison, and this head cook, they got together and
made a secret plan. When the yak heads were brought to the
kitchen to be prepared for cooking I found these two cutting
out the tongues of the yak heads. Cutting out all of the
tongues. When I saw this [ asked, “What are you doing? Why
are you taking the tongues away?”

The head cook replied, “You keep your trap shut. It’s none
of your business. You don’t have the right to say anything
here.”

The women’s prison warden was named Nukashi. She was a
very fat lady. As soon as I spoke up the head cook whispered
something to Nukashi. She just smiled at the head cook and
then she left. By now I had become very angry, because |
knew that all the other prisoners were so happy about this spe-
cial food for Losar. Especially the older women, they were so
excited at the idea of having some meat on this special occa-
sion. And I thought, if the tongue is cut out what is there left to
eat? The tongue is the main piece of meat in a yak head. And
it is considered a kind of delicacy. So I thought, what will the
prisoners have to eat? It will just be bones.

Then I decided that I would not take my eyes off those
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tongues. I would just sit in that kitchen without moving and
watch those tongues. And if the head cook told me to go fetch
water or firewood, I would just say, “Oh today I have a splitting
headache. I just can’t move.” So I just sat there and waited.

Soon I found the head cook quietly put the tongues into a
bag. And then she left with the bag. I chased after her. I was
much stronger than she was, I grabbed her and pulled her
down. I yelled at her, “What do you think you are doing? Why
are you taking these tongues away?”

She said, “Nukashi ordered me to bring them to her.”

So we were fighting over this bag of yak tongues, and finally
I was able to get hold of two of the tongues. And as soon as |
had those two I ran to the kitchen, cut them up and threw
them into the pot of soup.

Then the head cook started crying out, shouting, “Adhe is
beating me! Adhe is attacking me!” Soon the prison guards
came to see what was going on and then Nukashi arrived, yell-
ing, “What’s going on here?”

Immediately the cook took her aside and whispered to her.
Of course I was yelled at and scolded. But this time I was not
afraid because this warden, who was a very senior officer, was
trying to use these yak tongues for her own benefit. She was
taking the meat for her own personal use, so I knew I was in
the right.

Then the guards started roughing me up, pulling my hair,
beating and hitting me. In the melee I hit the cook. And to the
warden [ just stood up and raised my head and said, “Goahead
and kill me!” And then I pushed the fat woman and she fell
over.

Then the Tibetan woman officer, Drangkho, arrived and
asked, “What is going on?” I told her what was happening:
That these two were stealing the tongues from the prisoners’
New Year’s food. The five yak heads were given to the prison-
ers by the prison office. And for the last few days the prisoners
had been talking and getting excited about this happy occa-
sion, getting the chance to eat yak meat for Losar. And now
these two women are trying to steal the tongues from the prisoners.

When she heard this Drangkho said, “Why are you taking
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these tongues away? These were given by the office to the
prisoners. This was not meant for you to take away.”

Then Nukashi replied, “Are you taking the side of Adhe?”
There followed an exchange of strong words between those
two. Then the two of them started to fight and wrestle with
each other. I joined in and I pulled Nukashi’s hair and 1
grabbed her leg and she fell onto the ground. By the time the
prison guards could break it up Drangkho had a hold on
Nukashi’s hair and she was pulling it. Finally the two of them
were separated.

Then Nukashi said to the other prison staff, “Adhe was not
only assaulting me, but she also beat up the head cook.”
Straightaway I was locked up in a small room. After a while
Drangkho came to my cell. She said, “Don’t worry. I will re-
port that Nukashi stole those three tongues from the prisoners
and intended to use them for her personal benefit.”

I was handcuffed and left in solitary confinement for three
days. Then a Chinese official came. He asked me what hap-
pened, and I told him the whole story. He said, “The incident
over the tongues is one thing. But, first of all you beat up the
head cook, and secondly, you touched Nukashi, the warden.
Now, you have been in prison for twelve years, but in that time
you haven’t behaved properly even for one single day. You
better be careful, because you have a brain like a stone in the
water. You are stone-headed. You just don’t change. If you are
not careful, if in the future you touch other staff officers, there
will be only one way to deal with you, and that will be execu-
tion.”

They kept me in solitary confinement for a week. After that
of course I was no longer working in the kitchen, but returned
to work in the vegetable gardens with the other prisoners.

But the two tongues that I grabbed got into the pot of soup
for our New Year meal. My fellow prisoners thanked me for all
the trouble I went through trying to see that the tongues were
not stolen from us. They said they were sorry that I had to
undergo all these problems with the Chinese for their sake.
But they were happy to have yak meat for Losar.
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There is a place called Nagchuka which lies on the border
between Lithang and Minyag Rangakha. During 1972-1973 |
was working in the forests of this region along with many
other prisoners who were forced to cut timber. We were
driven to this area in the morning and in the evening we went
back to Shingducha prison camp. The women’s job was
mainly to pick up the branches that were too small to be cut
for lumber. This wood was hauled back to the prison for fuel.

Actually there were all different sizes of logs which were not
of the quality to be taken to the Chinese market. Some were
huge logs, and they had to be loaded onto the trucks. There
were wooden planks slanting down off the back of the truck
and we had to roll these logs up the planks and onto the truck.

In these forests you could see many, many civilian Chinese
also cutting trees. When you looked up into the forest you saw
great piles of felled trees stacked up in different sections.
They would work from one side to the other until they had cut
down the entire forest and there were no trees left.

They were also doing some replanting in the forests, but
they were transplanting a small tree that only grows well if it
rains; if the weather gets dry it dies immediately.

The Tibetan prisoners working there were kept separate
from the Chinese lumberjacks. Some of the wood was turned
into charcoal, which means burning it slowly in a closed pile.
The Tibetans were used mainly for this dirty work. And the
women picked up the leftover timber.

In this region the traffic on the roads was very heavy, be-
cause there were so many trucks hauling away this timber and
charcoal. Most of the trucks were military trucks. They would
come up to Tibet loaded with supplies and ammunition for
the army, and when they returned to China they would trans-
port timber from Tibet. When we returned to the camp they
would make us cut the firewood that we had loaded onto the
trucks. This was very difficult. There were very large chunks
of wood and you needed a lot of strength to do that work. We
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used axes, or wedges and mauls. At that time I developed blis-
ters and then great calluses on my hands. It was not possible to
take breaks when we were cutting this wood, because a guard
would always be sitting on a chair next to you watching.

In 1974 1 completed sixteen years of imprisonment — which
was the sentence I was given in 1958. One day Nukashi, the
warden of the women’s section called me in. She said, “To-
day you have served sixteen years in prison. And during all
these years of imprisonment at Kanze, Dartsedo, Gothang
Gyalpo, and here at Shingducha, you have never behaved
properly. You hold onto the idea that you would like to have a
knife in your hand and then you could eliminate all the Chi-
nese. For these reasons, you will not get an unconditional re-
lease. For your whole life you will be under the black hat.”

In those days when a prisoner was released they would be
labeled as having a “black hat.” Under a black hat your move-
ment is completely restricted. Your speech is restricted. And
sometimes you have to report weekly about your behavior.
And they pay you a nominal wage for your work.

Nukashi told me, “Your bad behavior in prison hasn’t hurt
us. It is only harming you.” She told me about one prisoner in
the fourth unit, named Lhamo Tso: “This woman was impris-
oned for the same reason as you. But since she listened to us,
she has returned to society. But in your case you won’t be able
to do that.”

I replied, “Maybe because you stole our yak tongues you are
treating me differently. But as a prisoner I have worked in
many places, so if you don’t treat me properly I know many
other staff members who will help me. Your superiors might
like to know how you stole food for your own use.”

“We will see what you say to the others about how I mistreat
you. I will tell the other officers that you are acting insubordi-
nate,” she warned. Again we started quarreling, she made
threats, and our interview ended.
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I was transferred to Mafutra, a labor brigade where we had to
work in a flour mill. It was a huge complex. Technically it is
not a prison, but is called a /emi rukha — labor brigade. The
main difference is that they do not lock the doors. And you
don’t have to relieve yourself inside the cell. And when you
are working there are no armed guards, just civilian staff over-
seeing the work.

During the day the prisoners — that’s still what we were, we
really had no freedom — were laborers in this flour mill. One of
the main jobs was to pack the flour into sacks. You would carry
the empty sacks to the machine and as the ground flour came
out you filled up the sacks. Then you had to weigh it. There
were maybe fifty or sixty prisoners working there. All of them
were Tibetans like me who had completed their prison sen-
tences.

The working conditions were definitely different because
we were not watched by armed guards. We got time to relax,
but that was only by avoiding the Chinese staff who were sup-
posed to be supervising us. We nicknamed the stafl, calling
them the “jackals.” Someone would say, “Uh-oh, a jackal is
coming.” Then everyone would pretend that they were work-
ing very hard. Or, “The jackal has left.” Then we would relax.

During my sixteen years in prison every prisoner was given
2.05 yuan a month. This was the wage while I was in prison. Of
course it was really nothing, but to the outside world the Chi-
nese could say that they were giving a wage to their prisoners.

At Mafutra they paid us twenty-nine yuan a month. This
was your income, your livelihood. And from this amount you
had to meet all your expenses. From the twenty-nine yuan
they would deduct rent, electricity, and food.

In the morning there was rice soup. In the afternoon there
were momos, sometimes with vegetables, sometimes rice with
vegetables. At night there was something like thukpa -
noodle soup. We were given a coupon to account for the food
that we ate, and this coupon had to be used very carefully.
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Because if you ate too much your ration would run out and you
would end up having nothing to eat for the rest of the month.
So you could not just eat as much as you wanted, but had to
maintain a strict diet according to the amount of food that was
rationed.

Of course at the mill, when we were grinding tsampa we
would have a chance to steal some, and then we would enjoy
eating a lot of tsampa.

We slept with five in a room. And still they gave us no beds
and no blankets.

After working there for one year I was transferred to Watra.
Watra is a labor brigade where they make bricks — a brick fac-
tory. Our work was to dig the mud for the bricks.

Whenever I was sent to a new prison the Chinese would
transfer my file. They always made a point of informing the
authorities at the new prison about my background. So when I
was transferred from Mafutra to Watra they sent along a letter.
The new warden looked it over and said, “Oh, this prisoner is
a serious offender.” So at each prison they would keep a spe-
cial vigilant eye on prisoners like me.

Of course the officials at these labor brigades were actually
plain-clothes policemen. They wore civilian clothes but they
were not civilians. They all carried pistols.

One day I was assigned with some men to go and cut wood
in the forest. Each prisoner was supposed to bring in six hun-
dred gyama of wood — about three hundred kilograms. All this
wood was used for baking bricks. We would go to the forest,
spend the day, and come back. They would also take a cook.
In two different pots they would make two different kinds of
tea, one for the staff and one for the prisoners.

The trees in this forest were thin, smaller-size trees. We
were each given a sickle to cut them down. The men prison-
ers, who did this work all the time, had sharpened their sickles
beforehand and they could bring down a tree with two strokes.
But for me it was very difficult to cut down a tree in two swings.
I would have to hack away at it. The wood was then tied in
bundles and transported in wheelbarrows.
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It was a very steep mountain, difficult to work on. The menp,
would always try to cut the forest in a zigzag pattern, working
along the contour. But I didn’t know the system so I would try
to work my way straight up, and I would be slipping and fall-
ing. It was very difficult for me to fulfill my quota of six hun-
dred gyama per day. I had to keep an eye on the staff and,
when they were not looking, I would try to borrow some wood
from someone else’s pile. My friends would help me, but
sometimes [ still couldn’t fill my quota.

When we returned in the evening they would weigh what
each prisoner had cut that day. When I didn’t meet my quota,
that evening at the reeducation meeting I would be called up
to stand in front and I would be criticized, “Why didn’t you
accomplish your work quota today?”

I would reply, “I am the only woman prisoner among these
men. I cannot cut as quickly as they do. That is why I can’t
meet this quota.”

They would say, “You are trying to lie. You are just shirking
work. When you opposed the Communist Party of China you
had all the strength and means you could muster. But now you
say you don’t even have the strength to cut wood.”

This was a difficult time for me, very stressful. During the
day I was constantly worried about fulfilling my quota, and
then in the evenings I had to face these meetings where |
would be criticized and humiliated in front of all the other pris-
oners.

There were occasions when I was loading wood onto the
truck and I was not able to control the wheelbarrow. I would
slip and it would fall over. All the staff would point and laugh
at me.

It was at this time that I met Rinchen Samdruk. When [ was
facing a problem he would help me. When he came to my aid
the staff would try to stop him from helping me. Rinchen
Samdruk would argue with them and tell them, “You know a
woman can’t do as much of this work as a man. Why are you
sending her to cut trees? Why don’t you send her with the
other women to do other work?”
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Eventually I was moved to other work, carrying stones on
my back for construction projects.
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For the workers in the labor brigades the Chinese had a rule
that every three years well-behaved prisoners were allowed to
visit their relatives for one month. Those who did not behave
well were allowed a shorter visit.

I was given a letter of permission to go to visit my family in
my native land. It said that I had to return in fifteen days. At
that time my brother-in-law, Phuba, the husband of my eldest
sister, was also held at Watra. The staff warned me, “Just re-
member that we have Rinchen Samdruk and your brother-in-
law as a guarantee. If you don’t return they will be punished.”
I was supposed to show this letter to the local authorities im-
mediately upon my arrival in Lobasha.

So when I arrived I handed over the letter to the local ad-
ministrator. He read the document and he found that I had
been in prison for all these years, and of course the letter de-
scribed my behavior. He said to me, “During your fifteen days
here you are not allowed to speak about different things
among the public. If there is any trouble, any political unrest or
talk, if something happens while you are here, you will be held
responsible.”

And when I finally saw Kanze, although it was my native
land, it was completely unrecognizable. I saw that all the mon-
asteries were sacked and completely destroyed; only ruins
were left. And there was almost no one left from the people I
knew in 1958, only those who had been small children then,
who of course I didn’t recognize now.

Of the women I had worked with in our secret women’s
committee, about five of them had survived. One night
they came to see me, and after telling each other our stories
we all just broke down in tears.
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While I was travelling to Lobasha, I had it in my mind,
thinking, now my son has grown. He will be alive. Maybe he
has been taken away by the Chinese. So I asked these old
friends, Where is my son? They couldn’t answer anything,
They just kept crying.

So then I asked my brother Nyima, the one who came to
Gothang Gyalpo to give me food. He was the one who finally
told me, “There is no use for you to worry about this. Don’t be
upset. But your son, after your arrest we tried to comfort him,
but he just wouldn’t listen to anyone. He was uncontrollable,
he ran away, and he fell into the river and died.”

A few years later, when I was finally released, I asked my
friends again, “What really happened to my son?” But they
couldn’t tell me the exact truth. They wouldn’t give me the
details because they thought I had suffered enough, and it
would just trouble me more.

Honestly, I still don’t know exactly how it happened. But it
seems he became so distraught, seeing his mother being
beaten and bound and dragged away, I believe now that it was
too much for his young mind. Apparently he just continued
wailing and crying for his mother. When my neighbors and
friends tried to comfort him or feed him he wouldn’t listen.
They tried to hold him but he would bite their hands. He ran
away, and until the time he died, when he fell into a river,
people were not sure where he was. It all happened very soon
after my arrest.

I was very close to my mother. I loved her very much. 1
asked about her, but she was gone also. After my arrest, all the
property of my family was confiscated by the Chinese. Many
of my brothers and sisters were imprisoned. My mother was
left with nothing. No food or utensils in the house. The neigh-
bors would try to help her by leaving tsampa for her, but ulti-
mately she died of starvation.

My brother Ucho - the one who was held with the local
leaders under house arrest — he also died of starvation. He was
kept in that same fortress where they were originally held, and
eventually the conditions in that prison became like Gothang
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Gyalpo, and there he died of starvation. Of course it was not
just my family, but many, many other Tibetans died of starva-
tion during those years.

The eldest son of my step-mother, whose name was
Chokley, was subjected to thamzing in Kanze. During the
thamzing he was beaten with rifle butts. It seems that one rifle
hit his liver, so he died from that.

And Pema Gyaltsen, who was executed before my eyes, his
wife Bhumo was my middle sister. She went mad and eventu-
ally died.

So in such a harmonious and beautiful land like ours, this is
what it had come to. My mother, my stepmother, three broth-
ers and sisters, and three other family members, they were all
buried close to each other. Still today you can go there and see
their graves. But at that time it was very difficult for me to visit
this place — I was not supposed to go there; and if I was seen by
the Chinese I would get in trouble.

But one night I and my brother went up to the graveyard.
There we made a small fire, and I started talking. I made a vow
in front of their graves, “You have all suffered and died, and |
also have been oppressed and brutalized for all these years in
Chinese prisons. But when the Dharma returns to our land,
when His Holiness returns to our land, then I will dig up your
graves, and take out your bones, and I will perform proper cer-
emonies for you.”

Other than that there was nothing else I could do. My
brother was worried that this would emotionally upset me too
much. He was afraid that it would hurt me too much and I
would get sick. So he wanted to take me away from that place.
So we left.

While I was in Lobasha I stayed with my brother Nyima. He
constantly advised me, “Never think about these things. It
will only make you depressed and ill. It won’t do you any
good.”

My daughter, who was four months old when I was arrested,
had grown up. One of my friends, Drolma, took her in after my
arrest. She nursed her and brought her up together with her
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own daughter. Her name is Tashi Khando. I was taken to see
her by my brother. He told her, “This is your mother.” Of
course we didn’t know each other, we just stared at one an-
other. Slowly, slowly we approached each other, and I took her
hand, I held her, and then she was crying on my lap.

She told me that when she was younger, there was another
woman named Adhe in our area. At first she thought this other
Adhe was her mother, and she went to see her. But this
woman said, “No, no, no. I am sorry but I am not your mother.
Your mother is in prison, but she will be coming back soon.”
And she gave Tashi Khando some good Tibetan food to eat.
This is how she found out that I was in prison.

When we were left alone she would take my hand and hold
it and she would say, “Now I really have my mother.” I tried to
calm my daughter and reassure her. I didn’t speak of all the
things that I had been through. Because if I told her too much
about my prison life she would become very angry and op-
posed to the Chinese, and from that she would just suffer. Sol
tried to reassure her, telling her that I would be released very
soon and I will come back. There was no need to worry.

Before I left, my brother told me that they were trying to ar-
range the marriage of Tashi Khando to a boy from a local fam-
ily, and the mother of that family was an old friend of mine. So
I said that was fine with me. After I left, the mother of her new
husband was very helpful to my daughter, caring for her as if
she were her own child. They became a happy family.

When I talked with my friends from the Women’s Commit-
tee they told me, “To protect us you took on all the responsi-
bility, you bore all the charges, and because of that you have
suffered for all these years. When you are finally released we
want you to come back and live here, so that we can look after
you. You won’t have to work. We want to look after you for the
rest of your life.” They even brought their sons to me, and told
them, “If something happens to us, when we are gone, you
should always take care of this lady.” And in our tradition in
Kham, when you promise something you hold the hand of the
person and you make your promise. So in that manner all these
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young men, the sons of my old friends, took my hand and
promised to me that they would look after me when I was fi-
nally released and returned to my home.

And during that visit I also met Ugyen, the old servant who
led the police to my tent when they came to arrest me. I always
knew that he had no bad intentions toward me, that he was
just being used by the Chinese. I knew him so well from be-
fore, and when we were operating the women’s underground
he had given me many useful bits of information concerning
the Chinese, about what they were saying about me.

By this time he was a very old man, just reciting mantras and
prayers. He cried when we met. He said that after my arrest he
was so dazed he didn’t know where he was or what he was
doing. And even now, in the night, when he recalled my son
clutching at me and being beaten, he couldn’t bear it.

The condition of Buddhism in my native land was that there
was no place left to practice our religion. Nothing had sur-
vived destruction. And the entire sangha — the large sector of
monks and nuns in our population — they had all perished.
The monks, lamas, and the whole educated class were gone.

For the survivors there was only one hope — relying on His
Holiness and the Tibetan community in exile. Everyone
would constantly pray for happier days in Tibet, and they
would pray for the success of the Tibetans in exile.

So after exchanging all kinds of information with the surviv-
ing Tibetans my fifteen days ended and I had to go back.
They had warned me of the consequences if I did not.

It is a one-and-a-half-day bus ride from Lobasha to Watra.
While I was travelling I passed the scenes of some of my earlier
experiences: the place where I was arrested, where I was
dragged away by the policemen, and where I saw my son for
the last time. When I saw this place from a distance as I was
riding away in the bus, I was suddenly filled with emotion and
pain. I was overcome by the memories.
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I remember another sight I saw on that trip. There is a river
called Shingchu which runs through this area. As we drove
along the river it was filled with logs, timber floating down to
China. And on both sides of the river there were huge stacks of
logs, thousands and thousands of logs stacked along the
riverbanks. This river goes to China, to the region of Hanyang,
where iron bars block the logs, and there they pull them out of
the river.

21

When I returned to Watra my brother-in-law asked me all
about the conditions back home. Since he was quite old ]
didn’t tell him too much. I didn’t want to upset him. But
then, when I myself started to think about all that had hap-
pened, I became very depressed. I just thought, now there is
nothing left. And after that I couldn’t work. I just sat on my
bed.

My friends told me, “Don’t do this.” And the Chinese su-
pervisor came and said, “Who incited you not to work?”

I replied, “There is no one to incite me. But now I have seen
with my own eyes the condition of my country. Before, when |
worked for you, making bricks, carrying stones, cutting wood,
I thought I was doing this work because someday I would have
the chance to see my mother, to see my children arid my
brothers and sisters. But now I have seen the truth - all of
them have been killed, or they have died of starvation. Now,
no. If this is the way things are, I will never work.”

Then the Chinese boss ordered other prisoners to drag me
out to work. But they just stood there. They didn’t listen to
him. T said, “Now there is nothing left for me. I don't care if
you shoot me right now. You decide. I don’t care.”

My brother-in-law and Rinchen Samdruk told him, “You better
execute her. Because she has seen everything with her own eyes.”
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Actually, by this time I was mentally very distressed, very
disturbed, because I was dwelling on how my family had per-
ished and how the land had been completely transformed. Af-
ter visiting my native land, and then coming back to the labor
camp — it had a great impact on me. Everyday I would laugh
for long periods, kind of hysterical fits. I couldn’t control my-
self, I would just laugh and laugh. And then some days I
would cry uncontrollably all day. And sometimes I would just
be singing. And I never wanted to sit down. I always wanted to
be moving, moving. I couldn’t relax, couldn’t sit still. When
the other Tibetans saw my condition they would cry and say,
“Now Ama Adhe has gone mad.”

One of the disciples of Jamyang Khentse Rinpoche was a
prisoner in our area. He was quite old, and he was assigned as
a watchman in the fields to make sure that cattle didn’t eat the
crops. One day, on our day off, Rinchen Samdruk and my
brother-in-law took me to see this old lama. He was a kind of
scarecrow, sitting out in the middle of the field. I was hysteri-
cal, singing and laughing and crying,

The old lama said, “It is so sad. Adhe has suffered so much,
and now she ends up like this.” He did moxibustion on me.
All over the body. On the head, all around the spine, on the
shoulders. It is done with a special herb that is rolled into a
stick and then burned at the tip and held over different parts of
the body. The heat was scorching. It was very painful, but
when it was over I found it very relieving.

After about one month, slowly, I found myself regaining
control of my mind. From the moxibustion I had sores all over
my body, and they took a long time to heal. But mentally I felt
much better. I stopped crying and laughing and singing, and I
was able to just sit down and relax. My mind was settling
down.

One day they announced that today there will be no work,
just a meeting. Lo Kasu was the leader at Watra — Kasu is the
title. In the meeting he said, “Adhe is a very bad woman. For
all these years we have tried to reeducate her. But nothing
changes in her head. She pretended to be mad, she was sing-
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ing and crying and laughing, and even telling us to execute
her. She is a very bad woman. So from today onward no pris-
oner is allowed to speak to her or associate with her. She is a
bad element.”

But my friends didn’t listen to that. Instead they were very
helpful and friendly to me. When we were divided into groups
of ten or fifteen for specific work, all the others in my squad
would say, “Oh Ama-la, you just relax here and take it easy.
We will do the work. You are sick and you need the rest.” And
some of the older prisoners told me, “These Chinese are al-
ways trying to condemn you. But for us you are doing the right
thing, we are with you.”

And when people back in my community heard about my
state they were all trying to send me food, butter, meat, and
cheese to such an extent that I couldn’t eat it all.

My daughter came to visit me around this time — it was
around 1976 — after my nervous breakdown. She heard that
her mother was not well so she came to see me. At that time |
was recovering from the breakdown and the moxibustion and
I had returned to work. My daughter told the camp supervi-
sors, “My mother is very ill, so I will work in her place.” They
didn’t object. So for twenty days my daughter took my place at
work and this gave me time to rest.

They only allowed her to stay for a few weeks, and when she
left to return to Lobasha, Tashi Khando cried continuously. I
told her, “Nukashi, the fat woman warden, once told me not to
corrupt my daughter’s mind with my ‘incorrect way of think-
ing.” Nukashi told me, ‘Explain to your daughter that the Chi-
nese are good. And never tell her the things that have
happened to you. Don’t spoil her brain with your ideas.”

We laughed together at this, and she said, “Mother, you
don’t have to tell me what atrocities the Chinese committed
on you. I know. And I know these are things we must never
forget. I will tell them to my children, and they will tell them
to their children. During the past twenty days while I worked
in your place, I have listened to the stories of the Tibetan
people who are forced to work here. And no matter what meth-
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ods the Chinese use to try to control my mind, I will never for-
get that my own mother is one of the few survivors from among
thousands of Tibetans who starved to death and were ex-
ecuted and were tortured to death. No matter what method
they use, these things can never be erased from my mind.”

She told me that when she was growing up one of the worst
things for her was not having someone she could call her
mother. All the other children would call for their mother or
talk about their mother, and she would think, all these other
kids have their mother, but what about me, where is my
mother? And every time she thought about her mother there
was a lump of pain inside her heart.

In Minyag Rangakha there is a great snowcapped mountain
named Sha Jara, very high, and very sacred in that land. It is
the sacred mountain of that region. At the base there is a very
large lake. One day in 1975, suddenly a black nomad’s tent
appeared sitting on the lake. The Chinese were terrified,
they were amazed. This was not natural. They were looking
at it through binoculars, trying to figure out what it really was.
And then suddenly the tent disappeared, and it revealed a
huge green lotus, floating on the lake.

This made all the Tibetans very happy. Everyone in the re-
gion went to the lake to pray and offer scarves and other special
offerings. They prayed that the Buddha’s teachings would re-
main and spread in Tibet. And they believed it was a sign that
His Holiness the Dalai Lama would return to a free country.
This was one year before Mao died.

The Chinese were so terrified that they bombed this lotus.
All the Tibetans were coming out to offer prayers and scarves.
The Chinese didn’t know what to do to stop it, so they tried to
blow it up. After they bombed it, when you picked up a piece
it felt just like grass. The people all came down to pick up bits
of the lotus that were floating on the lake. They took their
pieces of the magic lotus home and put it on their altars.
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In 1979 the Chinese began to institute their so-called liberal-
ization. Exiled Tibetans and foreign visitors began coming
into Tibet. And then the first delegation from His Holiness
was arranged to come and investigate the conditions in Tibet.
Just before the first delegation arrived in our area there was a
meeting at our labor brigade. They said, “From today onward
there will be no more black hat. From today onward no one
will be kept for life imprisonment. All the prisoners will be
released.”

“But,” they said, “all the reactionary leaders, the ringleaders,
these people will be kept behind, because these are the
people who incited the masses. They will be detained and the
rest will be released.” So at that time more than half the pris-
oners were released from Watra.

Just before the delegation came to our area the Chinese told
the public that when they arrived the local citizens should
dress up in clean Tibetan clothes, should carry prayer wheels
in their hands, and go out as if they were on a picnic, having a
good time, singing and dancing.

At Watra itself we were summoned to the big meeting hall
and they told us the same thing, “When the delegation comes
don’t wear Chinese clothes, put on Tibetan clothes.” And on
that day there would be no work; everybody must come for
this important meeting.

On the day they arrived I told Rinchen Samdruk and my
brother-in-law, “You two go to the meeting. I will just pretend
that I am sick and I will stay here. Today, if  am not able to tell
these visitors what has happened in my life, I will not be satis-
fied.”

They said, “Today, we don’t think you will have a chance to
speak. But there will be many other visitors to come, so you
can tell your story, slowly, slowly. If you try to do something
today, the Chinese will just punish you further.”

So they went to the meeting and reported that I was sick
and unable to eat. The Chinese said, “If she is sick just
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lock her door and don’t let her go out.”

But I slipped out of the camp. The main road is very close to
the camp, and I went there and I saw a long line of cars coming.
I tried to reach someone in one of the cars, someone from the
delegation. I saw someone, I think it was Lobsang Samten, the
leader of the delegation and the elder brother of His Holiness.
I tried to flag them down but the driver just drove around me.
They didn’t stop, and Lobsang Samten just waved to me.
That was it.

They drove on to the town and had the meeting. Afterward
people told me, “Today we saw the brother of His Holiness.
The Chinese told us to wear Tibetan clothes and to carry mani
wheels and malas, but they already took everything. There
aren’t any chubas left. But we are happy. We were able to see
him, the brother of His Holiness.”

Before the delegation arrived the Chinese paid Tibetans to
quickly restore the monasteries that were visible from the
highways. But all the ruined monasteries in the remote areas,
which are not easily seen from the highway, these they ig-
nored. They gave nothing to fix these up.

Some Tibetans, to needle the Chinese, would say, “Oh you
are now giving out money for restoring monasteries. We also
have a monastery in our village that we want to renovate.
Please give us money.” But the ofhicials would answer, “No,
no, no. This is not meant for your monastery.” And they
wouldn’t give them anything.

Of course they didn’t really restore them to their former con-
dition. They would just demolish the old ruins and then re-
build a small chapel. But some of the elder Tibetans were very
moved by this, once again having a place to worship. They
didn’t have any of the materials, any Buddha images or reli-
gious objects to make a proper chapel, nothing to put on the
altar, so they began to make clay statues, and on the walls they
tried to put up paintings or photographs of different deities.

As all the monks and lamas and tulkus had perished, there
wasn’t anyone left to stay at the monasteries. If you looked
from the road you might think, “Oh there is a nice monastery
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up there.” But it was just for show. Just a facade.

When the Tibetans would go into these temples, immedi-
ately they would begin to cry, because they are nothing like
the real temples from the days of independent Tibet. They
are just walls, just a building. There is no main image of Bud-
dha, nothing on the altar, no murals, so any Tibetan going in
there would feel empty.

By this time my daughter was married. She told me, “Now
you should find some way of getting out of this labor brigade.
I and my husband will look after you when you come back
home. There is no need for you or Rinchen Samdruk or your
brother-in-law to work — we are going to look after all of you
once you are released.”

We decided on a plan, to have my brother in Nepal write a
letter saying that he wanted to come visit me. Eventually a let-
ter arrived from him in which he asked, “Since all the prison-
ers are supposed to be released, why are you still held in
prison? I am going to come to visit you, if I can meet you in
Lobasha.”

He also wrote a letter to Kanze District authorities saying he
wanted to come visit me in Lobasha. The Chinese were quite
worried by this letter and the Kanze District cabled Dartsedo
District and told them, “You have to release Adhe. If you don’t
release her her brother won’t come.”

At that time the Chinese had told the world that all the pris-
oners in Tibet were released. They wanted as many exiles as
possible to return to Tibet, to make it look like Tibet was
open and normal. But if my brother came to visit and found me
still in prison it would be a big embarrassment to the Chinese.

Using these letters for leverage, certain Tibetans who held
official positions in the local administration used their connec-
tions and influence, and ultimately I was released from Watra
in 1985.

The supervisor of all the twenty-one prisons in the Minyag
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Rangakha prison complex was a man named Tsu So Gye — So
Gyeis his title. When I was released they called me to his office.
He said, “Now we are going to send you back to your home.
You have never bowed to the Chinese during your imprison-
ment and we have never been able to instill in you Chinese
ideas. During the entire twenty-seven years of your imprison-
ment we have not been able to reeducate you. During all these
years you have been stone-headed. But no matter how much
you oppose us and our policies, it is just like you are picking up
a stone and dropping it on your own feet. It doesn’t harm us in
any way.

“Your brother is now coming from abroad to visit you. You
are not allowed to speak to him or to the public about those
who died of starvation in prison, those who died of execution,
and so forth. All these things you are not allowed to speak
about. And if you tell stories to the people, we have our help-
ers among the public and they will inform us. In that event you
will not have time to spend with your brother, or your daugh-
ter, or with your friends — you will be back in prison.”

I was given a document of release and told to take this letter
to the regional office in Lobasha. I was released along with
Rinchen Samdruk - the two of us together. My brother-in-law
had already been released.

When I got word of my release I quietly organized a small
party for the other prisoners that I was close to. At that time
there were about forty left in the labor brigade. There was a
common room and we could quietly arrange such meetings
when someone was released. We would comfort each other,
and pray to meet after we were all released, and offer to help in
whatever way we could once we were outside. And we would
have something to eat, and if possible, exchange scarves.

At my release party I told them, “Now it seems the time is
good for us. I don’t know whether His Holiness himself is
coming soon or not, but already his brother has visited our area,
and on the roadside monasteries are being renovated.

“But we must never forget what happened to the thousands
of our fellow prisoners. I, for one, can never forget what I went
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through during all these years in prison. Perhaps in the future
there will be people from the outside coming to our area, and
we will find an atmosphere and opportunities to tell our sto-
ries. If such a chance comes, I myself will spend day and night
telling each and every detail to such visitors.”

We all promised that we would not forget what we had seen
with our own eyes. Someone said, “Unlike you, Adhe, many
of us have forgotten so many of the things that happened. But
still the important events are fresh in our minds, and we will
keep them in our hearts.”

Initially, when I first realized that I was free, of course I was
very, very happy. But when I looked at my situation again, it
was like staring at a blank wall, because I realized that my
mother had died, my brothers and sisters had perished, my son
had died, and even the earth and stones of my native land had
been altered since the coming of the Chinese. There wasn’t
anything that I recognized from the time of my arrest. Of the
people who survived, most were children when I was taken
away. So for me it was like moving to a completely new region,
it was not the country that I had known. When I thought about
this, in my mind it was like a great void. Coming home was a
moment when I felt so happy and so sad at the same time.
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When I arrived in Lobasha, straightaway I took my letter of
release to the regional office, and the District Commissioner
read it carefully. Once again he warned me of the conse-
quences of telling people about my life. He said he did not
want to hear that Adhe is saying this and that. He warned me
not to tell my daughter or my relatives or my brother — when
he came to visit — about the persecutions I had experienced
in prison. He said, “Normally when people are released they
have understood the Communist way of thinking, and they
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become good citizens. But in your case you have resisted re-
education.”

My friends later told me that before I arrived the Chinese
called a big meeting in Lobasha where they announced,
“Soon Adhe is going to be released. When you look at her she
is just a woman. But in reality she is someone who tries to un-
dermine the Communist Party of China and she incites people
in the society against the government. So you people have to
be careful of her. We will give incentives to anyone who re-
ports to us if Ama Adhe tries to defame the Chinese Govern-
ment, or if she starts to sing subversive songs. If she does this
you should report to us immediately.”

So when I arrived my friends told me, “Please be careful.
They said this about you before you came.” And even my
daughter said, “Please mother, don’t go outside the house.
Just stay here and relax.”

And the children of the town, after hearing so much Chi-
nese talk, they became curious about me and they would
sneak around all excited to see what this so-called Ama Adhe
looked like. But then they would see that it is just an old
woman, just like their own mothers. So they would go away
saying, “Oh this Ama Adhe is just an old Ama-la.”

Of course among close friends who came to visit me, bring-
ing gifts of tea or butter, to these people I would tell the whole
story. Among the public, I would keep a watch out and if I
found someone who was trustworthy, I would tell them the
truth too. I would tell them everything.

Even Tibetan officials who were working for the Chinese,
they realized the hardship I had been subjected to and they
would come quietly in the night to meet me and talk to me.
And they told me, “Although the Chinese Government says
all kinds of things against you, we consider you a very good
person, a patriot and a freedom fighter.” These were people
who kept little shrines in their homes with water bowls and
offerings of incense. On the altar would be photographs of
Chinese leaders, but inside the frame, behind the picture of
Mao, they hid a portrait of His Holiness the Dalai Lama.
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They would tell me how delighted they were to find that
even after twenty-seven years of imprisonment, during which
the Chinese had drained my entire energy and strength, “Still
you have your determination as a T'ibetan, and they have not
been able to brainwash you.”

They said, “Although we work for the Chinese, it is only
because we are paid by them. We need this work for our live-
lihood. We have no alternative.” For them to openly support
the Tibetan cause would be like sending themselves to
prison. They couldn’t openly speak about Tibetan indepen-
dence, but in private they would say, “We are not Chinese.
We are Tibetan. His Holiness is our light. In the future there
will be happiness for us, for the Tibetan people.”

All these Tibetan officials helped me a lot. Especially in get-
ting me the passport to come out of Tibet. It was all arranged
by these officials. I went to the Kanze District Office with the
letter from my brother. I said, “Now I want to go to Nepal to
bring my brother back.”

But the Chinese said, “Oh no. You don’t need to go. Maybe
you could send one of your nephews.”

I kept trying and trying. I stressed to them that for my
brother it was important to meet me. He wanted to take me on
a pilgrimage, and then we would come back together. But the
Chinese didn’t trust me, and they sai