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Preface

Melvyn C. Goldstein

In a sense this book began in the summer of 1993. Phiintso Wangye
(known as Phiinwang)! was visiting Lhasa at the same time that I was
there interviewing former Tibetan officials for a history of Tibet in the
1950s. When I heard Phunwang was in Lhasa, I was excited by the op-
portunity to include him in the study, and I telephoned him. Initially he
said he was too busy, but after I had telephoned him several times he fi-
nally agreed to meet me in his hotel room. In the course of the interview,
he mentioned a number of interesting and, I thought, important incidents
in his own youth, so at the end of the meeting I asked him if I could re-
turn to ask some follow-up questions on the 1950s and on his own life.

Phiinwang laughed and said, “Professor Goldstein, please come again
and ask your questions on the 1950s, but as to my life, it is not of inter-
est.” Undeterred, I thanked him but pressed again, saying, “For our next
meeting, please think a little about how you got from a village in Kham?

1. Tibetan personal names typically consist of two names comprised of four syllables,
e.g., Phin-tso Wang-gye. Tibetans sometimes use both names together (Phiintso Wangye)
but also sometimes use only the first name (Phiintso) or the second name (Wangye) or, as
with the subject of this book, a combination of the first syllable of each name (Phiin-wang).

2. During this period, ethnic Tibetans were divided between “political™ Tibet—the
kingdom ruled by the Dalai Lama—and “ethnographic™ Tibet, those areas inhabited by
ethnic Tibetans lying to the east of political Tibet and to the west of the Han Chinese areas
of China proper. Ethnographic Tibet consisted of small principalities nominally under the
authority of China but ruled day to day by traditional chiefs. Culturally, the Tibetan areas
in ethnographic Tibet were divided into two major subcultural and linguistic areas, called
Kham and Amdo. Amdo Tibetans were found in the northern part of ethnographic Tibet

X1



xil Preface

to Chiang Kaishek’s elite academy in Nanjing. I have been studying this
period for a long time, and you are the first person I have met who ac-
complished that.” Philnwang smiled and said, “We’ll see.”

Two days later I returned to Phiinwang’s hotel and started by asking
him about his early years. Phiinwang thought for what seemed a very
long time—but was probably only a few seconds—and then said slowly,
“Well, you are a persistent scholar with a long involvement in studying
Tibetan history, so I will answer some of your questions about this.”

So began a series of visits and questions about what turned out to be
the life of a remarkable Tibetan. Over the next decade, I visited Phiin-
wang whenever I passed through Beijing on my many research trips to
Tibet. There were continuing questions about and clarifications of his-
torical incidents during the 19 50s, but also more and more about his life.
At some point in late 2000, as I sat in my office at Case Western Reserve
University reading through the transcripts of our conversations, I real-
ized that the material was much more than anecdotes and footnotes to
modern history. The story of Phiitnwang’s life was historically and polit-
ically important in its own right and deserved to be told.

I then asked my good friend and university colleague Professor William
Siebenschuh to join me in writing Phiinwang’s story (as he had for an ear-
lier book on the life of a very different kind of Tibetan, The Autobiogra-
phy of Tashi Tsering). I also asked Dawei Sherap, a Tibetan intellectual
in Beijing who had authored a book on Phiinwang, to collaborate, and
over the next two years we set about converting over one hundred hours
of disjointed taped interviews and re-interviews into this book.

Phiinwang did not narrate the book in a formal sense. However, he used
the first person in the interviews, and we decided to do the same and, in ef-
fect, let him tell his own story. This decision had obvious consequences. Be-
cause the book that resulted is highly autobiographical, it reflects Phiin-
wang’s strong views on matters that of course can be viewed differently.
There are also many details that could not be independently corroborated,
and some of his recollections differ from other accounts, but where possi-
ble, every effort has been made to insure historical accuracy.

Phiinwang’s life is more than a story of great individual courage under
extraordinary privation. And it is more than just a window onto an im-

in today’s Qinghai and Gansu provinces. Kham was located south of Amdo in today’s
Sichuan and Yunnan provinces (although some ethnic Khampas were also part of politi-
cal Tibet). The term Khampa refers to a person from Kham. In 1939, the Khampa areas
of Sichuan were officially organized into a new Chinese province cailed Xikang.
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portant period of modern Tibetan history. An individual’s life experi-
ences often can illuminate the nature of a general problem with great
clarity, and Phiitnwang’s life and times provide just such a powerful spot-
light on the nature of the Tibet Question—the conflict over the status of
Tibet vis-a-vis China. The literature on modern Tibet has been monop-
olized by the voices of monks, lamas, and aristocrats, i.e., people who
dominated the traditional semifeudal society and generally opposed
modernization and change. They present the conflict in stark black-and-
white images—good Tibetans against malevolent Chinese communists—
and have come to represent the face of Tibetan nationalism in Western
literature. However, the story of modern Tibet is far more complex, and
there were other types of Tibetans fighting for their people and for a dif-
ferent kind of Tibet. Phiinwang is one of the most important of these.

A strong nationalist who was already educated and “modern” in the
late 1930s, Phiinwang dedicated his life to the struggle to create a so-
cialist Tibet that would encompass all Tibetans in Kham, Amdo, and
Tibet proper and would be ruled by Tibetans. He worked tirelessly, at
great personal risk, to achieve this, first through his own Tibetan Com-
munist Party and then through the Chinese Communist Party, in which
he was the leading Tibetan cadre in Tibet from 1951 to 1958.

Ultimately, Phiinwang and his comrades failed, and Phiinwang ended
up spending eighteen years in solitary confinement in the Chinese equiv-
alent of the Bastille—Qingchen Number One Prison in the northern sub-
urbs of Beijing. He was released in 1978, after Deng Xiaoping came to
power, and rehabilitated politically two years later. This terrible ordeal,
however, did not extinguish his courage and vision, and after his release,
he continued to speak and write about nationalities policy in China, be-
coming a critic within the Chinese Communist Party of its policies in Ti-
betan areas.

Phiinwang’s life suggests that the problem in China/Tibet is not so
much a clash between incompatible ideas and values—the forces of
“modernization” versus “religion” and “traditionalism.” Rather, it is
predominately a clash between the political dominance of a majority na-
tionality, the Han, and the political subordination of a minority nation-
ality, the Tibetans. It is, in essence, a clash about the very idea of what
kind of a nation the People’s Republic of China (PRC) is and should be.
The PRC considers itself a multiethnic state in which all groups have
equal rights and power. Phiinwang suggests it really operates too much
like a Han Chinese state.

Phiilnwang’s life and thoughts convey powerful insights into the Ti-
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betan Question from someone within the Chinese Communist Party. It
is a Tibetan voice that should be heard by all who are concerned about
this and other ethnic conflicts.

Writing the life story of someone still living in China raised troubling is-
sues about possible negative consequences for him, even though Phiin-
wang was not cognizant of our project. One day in 2002, therefore,
while visiting Phiinwang and his wife, Tseden, in Beijing, I mentioned to
him that my colleagues and I had just finished writing a book about his
life and views and asked whether he thought he might have problems
when the book was published. He laughed and said no, he didn’t, and in
any case, he wasn’t afraid. “I don’t know exactly what you wrote, but
everything I have told you over the years is true, so I am sure that the
book will be fine. And if it isn’t and they want to put me back in prison
again, [ am not afraid.” And then he changed the subject, smiling, and
invited me to have more tea and another cookie. Phiinwang is that kind
of person.
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Note on Romanization
and Abbreviations

Tibetan written and spoken forms diverge considerably, the written form
containing consonant clusters that are not pronounced: e.g., the Tibet
name Chago Tomden is actually spelled (romanized) bya rgod stobs ldan.
Throughout this book, the spoken (phonetic) pronunciation is used for
Tibetan proper names and titles, with the correct spellings given in ro-
manization in the “Glossary of Correct Tibetan Spellings” at the end of
the book. However, in some cases, Tibetan terms or phrases mentioned
in the text are accompanied by the correct Tibetan spelling. These are
placed in brackets and preceded by “tib.”: for example, “the Spark As-
sociation [tib. me stag tshogs pa).” Since the Tibetan language does not
distinguish between capital and lowercase letters, all correct Tibetan
spellings are cited with lowercase letters.

Chinese names and terms are cited in the standard pinyin system used
in the People’s Republic of China, with the exception of the established
older spelling of Chiang Kaishek. Chinese pinyin terms or phrases are in-
troduced by “ch.”: for example, “the Spark Association [tib. me stag
tshogs pa; ch. xing huo she).”

The following abbreviations are used in the text:

CCP Chinese Communist Party

GMD Guomindang Party/Government of Chiang Kaishek (also
called the Chinese Nationalist Party/Chinese Nationalist
Government)
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NPC
PLA
PRC
TAR

Romanization and Abbreviations

National People’s Congress
People’s Liberation Army
People’s Republic of China

Tibet Autonomous Region
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INTRODUCTION

A Brief Historical Context

Melvyn C. Goldstein

The people of Batang, Philnwang’s home town, are part of the Eastern
Tibet ethnic subgroup called the Khampa. They use the same written lan-
guage as Tibetans in Central Tibet and are Tibetan Buddhists, but they
speak a dialect that is very different from that used in Lhasa. Their cus-
toms are also somewhat different. They are a proud and aggressive
people who are straightforward in talk and independent in character.
They love horses and guns and are quick to seek vengeance for harms
and insults. Traditionally, the area of eastern Tibet known as Kham was
divided into twenty or so principalities, each ruled by its own local chief.
Batang was one of the more important of these.

The rise to power of the Manchu dynasty in the second half of the sev-
enteenth century changed the power structure in East Asia and the Ti-
betan Plateau. By the early eighteenth century, the Manchu had sent
armies to Lhasa and established a loose protectorate over Tibet. At the
same time, it formally established the boundary between Tibet and China
as the watershed berween the Drichu (Upper Yangtse) and Dzachu
(Mekong) Rivers. Batang and much of Kham, therefore, fell on the Chi-
nese side of the frontier (see map 2).

The Manchu dynasty, however, did not try to administer Kham di-
rectly. Instead it allowed the various Khampa kings and chiefs to con-
tinue to rule their territories, giving them titles such as tusi that con-
firmed their traditional authority.

Batang was one of these Tibetan “states.” It was ruled by two chiefs
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called depa who were nominally under the authority of the Manchu dy-
nasty via its officials in Sichuan Province. Sichuan Province maintained
a commissariat office and a small garrison there, but on a day-to-day
basis, Batang was autonomous and was ruled in accordance with local
laws and customs.

This local autonomy policy changed in 1903-1904 when the Manchu
moved to incorporate the Tibetan areas of Kham directly into their state.
The new policy sought gradually to replace the local Tibetan rulers with
Chinese officials and to undermine Tibetan religious and secular institu-
tions.

In response to this policy, in early 1905, the people of Batang rose up
and seized control over their area, killing a number of Manchuw/Chinese
troops and officials in the process. This uprising spread to surrounding
Tibetan principalities but ultimately failed after Beijing sent an army of
7,500 troops from Sichuan to suppress it. By June 1905, the Manchu had
ended the revolt and retaken Batang. They exacted a swift retribution,
beheading Batang’s two rulers along with a number of lesser leaders and
burning Batang’s famous Chéde monastery to the ground.

Over the next few years, new laws were imposed changing the ad-
ministration of Batang. All inhabitants were placed under the direct au-
thority of Chinese magistrates (appointed from Sichuan), restrictions
were placed on the numbers of monks, new offices and garrisons were
established, and a system of compulsory education in Chinese schools
was started. At the same time, immigration by Chinese farmers was en-
couraged. Batang became one of the most important administrative and
military centers for the Manchu/Chinese government in Kham.

The Manchu dynasty hoped ultimately to expand this policy to the
Kingdom of the Dalai Lama (Tibet) and in 1909-1910 sent an army of
several thousand troops from Sichuan to Lhasa. In the process, the
Manchu dynasty redefined the existing Tibet-China border, claiming all
the ethnic Tibetan territories up to Giamda, a town located only a few
hundred miles east of Lhasa (see map 1). In 1910, as this Chinese army
was entering Lhasa, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama fled into exile in India.
Angered by this defiant act, the Manchu Emperor deposed the absent
Dalai Lama; Tibet was well on the way to becoming, like Batang, an-
other administrative unit in China.

But this never occurred because the Manchu dynasty itself was
overthrown in 1911-1912. A new Chinese “Republican” government
was set up in Beijing under Yuan Shikai that in 1927-1928 became the
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Nationalist or Guomindang (GMD) government, headed by Chiang
Kaishek.

Tibetans took the fall of the Manchu dynasty as an opportunity to re-
volt against the Manchu/Chinese officials and troops. In Kham, they
took control over most areas, and the Dalai Lama returned from exile in
India to Lhasa in Tibet proper, expelled all Chinese and Manchu troops
and officials, and declared self-rule.

The new government in Beijing, however, was unwilling to permit the
Tibetan areas in Kham to go their own way and in 1912 launched a mil-
itary expedition from Sichuan to reestablish its control. Many Tibetans
were killed and several large monasteries were destroyed. By 1914,
China had regained military control over all these territories in Kham.

Back in Lhasa, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama considered the Chinese mil-
itary victories in Kham a threat to Tibet per se and responded by send-
ing a Tibetan army to the frontier to defend against possible Chinese mil-
itary moves. In 1917-1918, fighting broke out between the Tibetan and
Chinese frontier forces. The Tibetan troops, armed with new rifles re-
cently obtained from Britain, defeated the Chinese and began to push
them back beyond the Drichu River. Local Khampas took this opportu-
nity to again rise against the Chinese garrisons in their areas. In the midst
of this turbulence, in mid-1918, a truce was negotiated and a new Sino-
Tibetan frontier was established. Batang (and the ethnic Tibetan areas to
its east) was left under Chinese control. Thus, by the time Phiinwang was
born in 1922, Batang was firmly under Chinese rule.






PART 1

Growing Up In
Kham and China






CHAPTER 1

Childhood in Batang

I was born in January 1922 in Batang, a remote and beautiful village in
Kham (Eastern Tibet) roughly five hundred miles from Lhasa and twelve
hundred miles from Beijing [see map 1]. Batang is located in a valley at
about eighty-five hundred feet, sandwiched between the tiny Ba River on
the west and a range of mountains to the east. It has a relatively mild chi-
mate for Tibet and is predominantly agricultural. Though rugged and
beautiful, the area has always been politically troubled, and my later life
as a Tibetan revolutionary is rooted in its turbulent history and the ex-
periences of my childhood there.

Had things gone the way my parents planned, 1 would have been a
monk, not a revolutionary. When I was four years old I went to live in
the local monastery with my uncle, a learned monk who had studied at
Ganden, one of Lhasa’s great monasteries. In our area it was common for
older monks to recruit a young nephew to live with them, and I loved
being with him. I didn’t take any formal monastic vows, but I remember
that they cut my hair like a monk’s and I began to memorize prayer
books. In fact, I was well on my way to a life of religious study and prac-
tice when my uncle suddenly died. 1 don’t recall the circumstances
clearly, but his death resulted in my leaving the monastery, since I was
very young and we had no other relative there to look after me. Not long
afterward, my parents enrolled me in the Batang government school, a
decision that dramatically changed the course my life would take.

Batang was unusual for Tibetan areas because it had a formal school
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Figure 1. Panorama of Batang town, 1940.

system. The Chinese government had built a modern school there in
1907 and made attendance compulsory for Tibetans. Surprisingly,
Batang also had an American missionary school (and orphanage) that a
number of Bapas [people from the Batang area] attended as well. Because
of these schools, many Bapas learned Chinese and even English, and
some became important officials in the Chinese government.

I began attending the Chinese school when I was about seven years
old and continued until I was twelve. My teachers were Tibetans who
were fluent in Chinese, and the curriculum we studied included Chinese,
Tibetan, and mathematics. The routine was relatively simple. We had
class for about two hours in the morning and then for two hours in the
afternoon after a break for lunch. We didn’t have homework like chil-
dren do now, and we had no clocks; we judged the time by the position
of the sun.

I liked school and learning, and I worked hard. My parents wanted
me to be proficient in the Tibetan language and therefore arranged for
me to take extra language instruction from a former monk who had set
up the first library in Batang. Because one of my best friends lived in
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Figure 2. Gora Ashi, Phunwang’s tacher (date
unknown).

the Christian orphanage, | also learned many Christian songs and
Western stories that the missionaries had translated into Tibetan. I re-
member delighting in songs like “Silent Night™ and in the tales of Al
Baba.

For a while it looked like I was going to have a more or less normal,
happy childhood. But the current of events in the region was simply too
strong. Our people—the Khampas—have always deeply resented being
ruled by outsiders, and there were repeated uprisings against the Chinese
officials and troops in our area. My father was active in the anti-Chinese
resistance, and [ grew up hearing stories of past battles and brave
Khampa heroes. I can pinpoint fairly exactly the time when I began to
develop my earliest feelings about issues like independence, autonomy,



10 Growing Up in Kham and China

and resistance. It was when Kesang Tsering came to Batang in r932. 1
was ten years old at the time.!

I remember Kesang Tsering’s arrival in Batang vividly. He rode into
our village on a large Chinese horse, looking glorious in his shiny gov-
ernment uniform. His official mission was to set up a GMD Party head-
quarters in Batang, but he had his own agenda, which included over-
throwing the region’s warlord, Liu Wenhui, and returning the governance
of Kham and Batang to Tibetans. He lost no time in securing the support
of the key Tibetan political forces in Batang: the Chéde monastery and
the local Tibetan militia (a volunteer organization comprised of about
150 men who came together only when there was a war or a distur-
bance). But even with their support, gaining control of Batang required
defeating a Chinese garrison of three hundred to four hundred troops.
Kesang therefore decided to use guile, not force, and he chose a classic
ploy: he invited the Chinese commander and his officers to a banquet.

Kesang was an important central government (GMD) official, and the
garrison had to take his invitation seriously. The commander was away,
but the next in command, Captain Zhou, came with some top aides. As
soon as they arrived, Kesang ordered them to hand over their weapons,
telling Zhou that if he complied, he and his men could leave peacefully,
but if they did not, they would all be killed. Zhou had no choice and
complied, but the Chinese soldiers stationed at the garrison refused to
turn over their weapons or let the Tibetans enter the garrison. It was a
standoff, and the fighting began early next morning.

Our house was not far from the garrison, and I was terrified when the
shooting began. It was the first time I had heard the gunfire of battle, and
the noise was so deafening that my younger brother and I covered our

1. In 1927-1928, the Nanjing-based Guomindang {GMD), or Nationalist govern-
ment, led by Chiang Kaishek, set out to subordinate the many “warlords” who controlled
much of China. One of these warlords was Liu Wenhui, the ruler of Kham (or Xikang
Province, as the Chinese called it).

In 1931, Chiang Kaishek sent a Tibetan from Batang named Kesang Tsering to bring
Liu Wenhui into line. Kesang Tsering had graduated from the Batang government school
and had gone on to high school in Yunnan Province and then to the Provincial Officers’
Training Institute. He was bright and ambitious and joined the GMD Party in 1924 as its
first Tibetan member. By 1927 he had moved to Nanjing, then the capital of China, and
was appointed a commissioner in the Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission (ch.
Meng Zang weiynanbui), the Chinese government office that dealt with Tibetans. At
twenty-nine, he was sent back to Batang with the title of Xikang (Kham) Party Affairs Spe-
cial Commissioner. Officially, his task was to strengthen the authority of the GMD Party
central government by organizing a Xikang GMD Party branch there, but for Chiang

Kaishek, this was to be the first step in weakening Liu’s control.— Goldstein, Sherap, and
Siebenschuh
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heads with our quilt. My mother was also frightened because my father
was with the local militia, and she immediately made offerings to the
protective gods in our family’s chapel.

The fighting continued long into the morning hours before the Chi-
nese troops finally surrendered. When the smoke of battle had cleared,
Kesang summoned everyone to the Chode monastery. When he was
ready to speak to the crowd, he fired his pistol into the air several times
to get everyone’s attention. He then proceeded to tell us that he was the
governor now and that Tibetans again ruled Batang.

Not long after the victory celebration, Kesang summoned everyone to
the school and taught us a new song he had composed called “The Song
of the New Kham.” I don’t remember all the words, but the idea was that
we Tibetans should adhere to Sun Yatsen’s “Three Principles of the
People” [ch. san min zhu yi—nationalism, democracy, and livelthood]
and that a new era had arisen for the people of Batang and Kham.

Spirits were high, and there was much to celebrate. None of the Ti-
betan (or Chinese) soldiers had been killed, and literally overnight Ke-
sang had obtained six hundred to seven hundred rifles, with ammuni-
tion. Tall and strong, with a dark mustache, Kesang was a heroic figure
to me and the other youths. (The people used to say of him, “Comman-
der Kesang’s mouth is like the central government’s order” [ch. and tib.
zhongyang gi ga, kesiling gi khal].) But of course it wasn’t that simple,
and that was part of my learning process, too. The fighting wasn’t over.
The Chinese weren’t going to take such a defeat lightly, and other forces
began to gather against Kesang almost immediately.

In our politically volatile region, alliances were shifting and unstable
and promises unreliable. Kesang had come to Batang via Yunnan and
Tsakalo, an autonomous Khampa area in Tibet, southwest of Batang on
the Yunnan frontier [see map 2]. On the way, he had discussed his plans
with the Gonggar Lama, an important lama whose support would have
been valuable to him. At the time, the lama had appeared to approve Ke-
sang’s actions, but when he heard that Kesang had disarmed the Chinese
soldiers and driven them out of Batang, he had a sudden change of
heart. To hedge his bets, he secretly sent a letter to Liu Wenhui at Liu’s
headquarters/garrison in Tartsedo disavowing any support for Kesang’s
activities.

Events moved swiftly after that. By a series of coincidences, Kesang’s
men caught the lama’s messenger and found the letter. Kesang was so fu-
rious when he read it that he shot the messenger on the spot and imme-
diately began making plans to mobilize the Batang militia and move
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against the Gonggar Lama, who he felt had betrayed him. Things quickly
went from bad to worse.

Intent on teaching the traitor a lesson, Kesang sent his militia—
including my father—across the Drichu River and south toward Tsakalo.
Unbeknownst to him, however, the Gonggar Lama had learned of the
impending attack, mobilized the Tsakalo militia, and, critically, secured
the support of a regiment of the Tibetan army that was stationed in
Markam. Then they set a trap for Kesang.

Kesang and his soldiers suspected nothing. When they crossed the
Drichu and headed south toward Tsakalo, they noticed Tibetan govern-
ment troops at the foot of a mountain in the distance, but they didn’t
think anything about it because the main Tibetan army base was just be-
yond that mountain range and the territory here was part of political
Tibet. However, as they started to move up toward the pass that led to
Tsakalo, they suddenly found themselves under heavy fire from the
Tsakalo militia, who were deployed above them.

Immediately realizing the weakness of their position, the Batang mili-
tia quickly began to retreat down the mountain. However, when they
reached the valley, they were shocked to find the Tibetan government
troops they had noticed before now shooting at them from the flanks.
The Tibetan government troops had also flooded the fields behind the
Bapas to impede their retreat. Kesang’s main force managed to escape
across the Drichu only because some of his militia stayed behind and
fought an effective rear-guard action that temporarily kept the pursuers
at bay.

When word of the defeat reached Batang, my family had a more im-
mediate worry, because we were told that our father was part of that
rear-guard force and that a number of that unit had been killed. (We
were also told that the Tibetan government troops had cut off the heads
of our dead fighters and had taken them back to display in their garri-
son at Markam.) It is a painful memory. As the main body of militia re-
turned, my mother and I watched, hoping that my father would appear,
but he was not among them.

After the last of the stragglers returned, she started crying and told me
she was sure he was dead. She organized the final prayers for him and
told me that now it was my responsibility to take over his job of doing
the family’s morning prayer rites, which involved cleaning and filling the
religious water bowls and butter lamps. I was proud to be doing a man’s
job but also so very sad and angry. It was hard to accept the idea that
my father was dead. I remember taking an oath before our protector
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deity that | would avenge his death, and I prayed to the Buddha each day
to tell me the names of the people who had killed him. Fortunately, how-
ever, our sorrow was short-lived. A few weeks later our sadness turned
to elation when a local trader from Markam told us that my father was
alive and wounded. He had been shot in the leg in the battle and taken
to Markam to recover. His wound was not serious; he was improving
and would eventually come home.

Kesang Tsering’s problems, however, continued to multiply. Not sat-
isfied with driving him away, the Tibetan government soldiers pursued
him across the Drichu River and, together with the Tsakalo militia, at-
tacked Batang itself. Kesang’s forces regrouped at the outskirts of the
town and stopped them there. But they could not drive them back. Fight-
ing continued for the next three months (roughly mid-April to July
1932), neither side able to gain an advantage. The fighting was so near
and went on for so long that I actually learned to differentiate the sounds
of the guns. I remember that the Tibetan army’s English guns made a dif-
ferent sound than the Chinese ones our militia used.

The stalemate ended abruptly when word arrived that Liu Wenhui
had sent an army from Tartsedo to retake Batang. Kesang had counted
on Liu being too busy with challenges from rivals in Sichuan to move on
him, but he had miscalculated. When word came that Liu’s army was ap-
proaching the mountain pass into Batang, Kesang realized that the situ-
ation was hopeless and fled, taking about twenty soldiers with him. We
heard afterward that he went to Yunnan and then back to Nanjing. I
have no idea what he told his superiors in the GMD, but after a while he
managed again to secure a position of authority in the Chinese govern-
ment bureaucracy. For the people he left behind in Batang, however,
there were hard days ahead.

The Chinese soldiers took possession of the town uncontested. When
they approached, the Tibetan government troops withdrew across the
Drichu River and returned to the garrison at Markam. Again we were
under the direct control of the Chinese, who took their revenge on us by
executing Yangsin, the head of the local militia, and two other leaders.

I did not actually see the executions, but I remember the day vividly.
I was playing with Yangsin’s son at the time. His name was Dawa, and
we had gone to knock down walnuts from a huge tree. While we were
laughing and having fun throwing rocks into the tree, I heard some shots
but paid no attention. The fighting was over, and I thought it was just
someone testing a rifle. A few minutes later a villager saw us and called
me over. | knew something was wrong the minute I looked at him. In a
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lowered voice he told me not to take Dawa home by the same road we
had come. I asked him why, and he said that Dawa’s father had been ex-
ecuted and that the execution site was on that road. I did as he asked, of
course, but I was shocked and sickened by the news.

I got details about the execution later. With their hands tied behind
their backs and heavy placards hung around their necks, the condemned
were paraded through the streets of the town and then shot. But they
died proudly and defied the Chinese by loudly singing the “Song of the
New Kham.”

After the executions, Batang went back to normal and I returned to
my classes and household routines. (Soon after this, my father was re-
leased by the Tibetan government in Markam and returned home.)
However, feelings were running high about the killings and the rule of
General Liu. I hated Liu Wenhui and dreamed about someday getting re-
venge. | also dreamed about following in the footsteps of these great he-
roes and fighting for the rights of Khampas to rule themselves. The whole
episode made a deep impression on me, and I think my desire to become
a modern, educated Tibetan like Kesang Tsering began to form itself at
that time.



CHAPTER 2

The Coup of
Lobsang Thundrup

A few years later our people made another effort to achieve self-rule.
This time, my family was even more directly involved.

One day after school, my parents told me that my uncle Lobsang
Thundrup was coming from Nanjing. Like Kesang Tsering, he had been
educated in our local school, gone on to middle school, and then joined
the GMD Party. Some years before, he had been recruited to work in the
Chinese government’s Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission. I felt
especially close to him because his daughter had been living with our
family for the past eight years and had become like a younger sister.
When I learned that he was coming, I was excited and eager to see him
because of all the stories I had heard about his great success in China.

He arrived in Tartsedo in 1935, together with two other Tibetans,
Gara Lama and Panda Tobgye.! They had been sent by Chiang Kaishek

1. Gara Lama was originally from Riwoche, a part of Kham west of the Drichu River
that was held by the Tibetan government. He had sided with the Chinese in the Sino-
Tibetan war of 1917, and so had been arrested and imprisoned by the Tibetan government.
In 1924, however, he escaped to China and made his way to Nanjing. By the late 1920s,
he had been appointed a commissioner in the Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission
and then in 1935 was sent to Kham.

Panda Tobgye was a member of the wealthy and powerful Pandatsang family. They
were from Trayab, a part of Kham that was under the Tibetan government (north of
Markam). His father became a prominent trader in Lhasa, and one of his brothers was al-
lowed to become a Tibetan government official, a right normally limited to Tibet's heredi-
tary aristocracy. In 1934, Panda Tobgye launched a revolt and succeeded in capturing a Ti-
betan government regimental headquarters with all of its rifles and cannons. However, a
large uprising did not develop. and when Tibetan government troops moved against him,
he fled across the border with his militia and captured weapons and was permitted by the
Chinese commander in Batang to resettle in that county. The Tibetan government asked
Chiang Kaishek to deport Tobgye, but China refused. — Goldstein, Sherap, and Siebenschub
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to persuade Tibetan leaders to oppose the Chinese Communists’ Red
Army (which was then passing through Kham on their “Long March,”
which ended in Yan’an) and to expand the presence of the GMD Party
in Xikang. But, like Kesang Tsering, they had their own agenda—to
eliminate the local Chinese administration and establish self-rule for
Khampas.

My uncle traveled to Batang via Derge, an important Tibetan princi-
pality located to our north. His plan was similar to that of Kesang Tser-
ing. Having secured a commitment from the Derge leaders to provide
militia support, he planned to organize the Batang monks and militia—
as quietly and unobtrusively as possible. While he was doing this, Panda
Tobgye would ready his militia. When the groundwork had been laid
and the monks and militia in Batang were prepared for battle, my uncle
envisioned a coordinated attack from within and without. The revolt
would begin in Batang, supported by the militias of Panda Tobgye and
Derge. In theory it wasn’t a bad strategy, but unfortunately, nothing
turned out the way he planned.

When my uncle reached the outskirts of Batang, he was unexpectedly
detained at a checkpoint set up by Fu Dequan, the local Chinese com-
mander. There was no evidence that Fu knew anything about my uncle’s
plans; however, some apparently unrelated incident had put him on the
alert, and my uncle was stopped and told he could not go on to Batang.

He did everything he could think of to get to the town and finally in-
sisted he would not leave without seeing his daughter, whom he hadn’t
seen for eight years. The Chinese still would have none of it, although
they eventually agreed to let my father bring his daughter out to meet
him at the checkpoint. When my father arrived, Lobsang sent a message
through him to the key figures in Batang about the revolt. Then he pre-
tended to return to China but actually went only to the next relay sta-
tion, where he waited, planning to sneak into Batang when the Batang
monks and militia were ready to support him.

When Panda Tobgye’s militia commanders learned that my uncle had
been prevented from entering Batang, they attacked without waiting for
either my uncle or the Derge troops. They should have waited, but they
didn’t. Perhaps it was overconfidence, or perhaps they feared the Chi-
nese suspected an attack and did not want to give them time to reinforce
their troops; or perhaps they just wanted to get all the credit for the vic-
tory themselves. Whatever the reason, they launched the rebellion on
their own.

They persuaded the Laga Lama, the chief incarnation in the Batang
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monastery, to invite the Chinese leader to the monastery. When Fu and
his bodyguards arrived, Lobsang, like Kesang Tsering before him, im-
mediately took them prisoner. Fu was ordered to instruct his garrison to
surrender and turn over their weapons; he agreed but insisted that to do
so he would need to be released because his troops would never believe
that he had given orders to surrender unless he was there in person to
issue them. The Tibetans were reluctant to let him go, but they also
wanted to avoid, if possible, a full-scale battle with the Chinese troops,
which might result in heavy casualties. As the discussion went back and
forth, Fu, who had been stationed in Kham for a long time and knew Ti-
betan customs well, came up with a clever ruse.

Using the Tibetans’ belief in the power of their protector deities, he
told his captors that he would be willing to swear an oath before the
monastery’s chief protective deity stating that when he got to the garri-
son he would keep his promise to deliver the guns within three days. Had
my uncle, who was more sophisticated, been there, I doubt they would
have let him go, but the other Tibetan leaders didn’t think anyone would
dare lie before a protector deity, and so they agreed.

Fu returned to the garrison, but after three days had passed and the
Chinese had not surrendered, the Tibetan troops reiterated their demand
that they turn in their weapons immediately. Once again Fu outsmarted
them. He replied amiably that he fully intended to keep his word, but
that he needed more time because there was disagreement among his
troops over whether to take the eastern or southern route out of Batang
when they departed. The deadlock, Fu suggested, could best be broken
by having the Laga Lama come to the garrison and do a divination rit-
ual. Despite much advice not to go, the Laga Lama went.

It was a colossal mistake. No sooner did he enter the Chinese garri-
son than Fu seized and detained him, neatly turning the tables on the Ti-
betans. Then Fu quickly dissolved the unity between Panda Tobgye’s
militia and the local monks and militia by threatening to kill the Laga
Lama if they continued to oppose him. He knew the local people had
deep faith in the Laga Lama, and correctly judged that they would not
ignore Fu’s threat. The local Batang force therefore withdrew from the
siege, leaving Panda Tobgye’s militia on its own, facing a garrison of sea-
soned Chinese soldiers who outnumbered them.

With the odds in their favor, the Chinese troops prepared to go on the
offensive, and as part of their preparations, they performed a terrible rit-
ual to increase their bravery and confidence. They tied a Tibetan prisoner
to a wooden post in the center of their garrison’s courtyard and system-
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atically began to stab him with their bayonets. When the victim’s screams
became too distressing, they gagged him. They stabbed him everywhere,
but not too deeply, because the idea was to allow each of the hundreds
of Chinese soldiers to wet his bayonet with the blood of a living enemy.
This, they believed, would bring good luck in the coming battle.

By evening he was dead, and well after dark, the Chinese poured out
of the garrison and attacked Panda’s militia. It was a bitter fight, with
heavy casualties. Eighty-five Chinese troops and fifteen or sixteen of
Panda Tobgye’s militia were killed before the latter were forced to retreat
to their home base in Po, two days’ ride from the town.

Fu did not try to pursue them. Instead, he went immediately to Panda
Tobgye’s large house in Batang and looted it. After taking all the items
of real value, Fu set out a number of boxes containing less valuable
items, such as clothing and tea, and told the Batang people to take what-
ever they wanted. Sadly, there was a scramble for the goods. Thus Fu
achieved a double victory. He made off with a fortune from Panda Tob-
gye’s estate, and by cleverly dividing the rest of the goods among the vil-
lagers, he indirectly involved the local people in the looting, making it
less a Chinese-Tibetan issue. (Panda’s militia, however, scored one suc-
cess. As they withdrew, they went to Fu’s private house and captured his
wife. Using her as a hostage, they were able to work out a deal whereby
Fu returned some of Panda’s possessions and did not take further
reprisals against any of his people.)

At the time of the battle, my uncle was waiting at the next relay sta-
tion. When he learned of the defeat, he immediately went to meet Panda
Tobgye, who was not with his militia then but in Litang, a Tibetan
nomad area east of Batang. They decided to regroup, coordinate their ac-
tivities more carefully, and try again. This coincided with a change in
Fu’s thinking, as he now allowed my uncle to return to Batang. After ar-
riving in Batang, my uncle Lobsang outwardly maintained cordial rela-
tions with Fu while covertly organizing the next attack, which began a
few weeks later.

The town of Batang was surrounded by a wall that was too high for
horses to jump over but could be scaled by men, and so was carefully
guarded by Fu’s troops. When they were ready to begin the attack, my
uncle and Panda Tobgye chose not to launch a frontal attack. Instead,
they began a siege of the town to prevent the inhabitants and the Chi-
nese from leaving and, more importantly, to cut off their access to fire-
wood, which was collected by donkey from the surrounding mountains.

After a few weeks of stalemate, sporadic gunfire, and little movement,
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my uncle and Panda made three direct attacks. On the third attempt, about
fifteen of Panda’s militia successfully scaled the wall and fought their way
into the part of the town near the Chinese garrison. Fierce fighting erupted
there, and for a while things looked bad for the Chinese, who at one point
actually decided to flee. But just as Fu was dousing buildings with gaso-
line in preparation to set them on fire, a Chinese trader married to a local
Tibetan girl persuaded Fu not to flee, arguing that if he tried to run, he and
his men would almost surely be harassed and killed by the Tibetan horse-
men. Fu reconsidered, and the Chinese went back to the fight, which
slowly began to go their way because the initial incursion was not followed
up by more Tibetan troops entering the town or by the townsfolk rising
up. The Chinese soon were able to kill or drive off the Tibetans who had
made it over the wall. Many wounded Tibetans were finished off by Chi-
nese soldiers, who hit them on the head with rocks to save their bullets.

The failure of this attack did not put an end to the siege, and my uncle
and Panda Tobgye had begun planning a fourth attack when news ar-
rived that a division of Chinese central government troops had arrived
at the Dunglung Pass, to the east of Batang. It was late summer 19335,
and the communists’ Red Army was in the midst of their famous Long
March, which took them through many Tibetan areas of Kham. Al-
though they didn’t enter Batang, they crossed the ridge to our east, and
I remember hearing that some outlying villagers actually captured some
stragglers.?

The Chinese Nationalist general heading this army ordered both Fu
and my uncle to stop fighting and join forces with him to pursue the Red
Army. At this point my uncle felt he no longer could continue the attack
against the local Chinese warlord, so he decided to stop the battle and

2. Years later, in 1950, Phiinwang met General He Long of the People’s Liberation
Army, who told him that he had seen Batang from the mountain pass east of the town when
his force was passing by during the Long March. He joked with Philnwang, saying that on
his maps Batang was a large town, so he was surprised when he looked down and saw it
was so tiny. They had a good laugh about this, and it spurred Phitnwang to write a poem:

On Batang’s Dunglung Pass

General He Long looked down.

The monastic land [Batang] between the two rivers
Oh my goodness, it was like a small grain of barley.

'ba' gi mdung lung la khar
dmag dpon ho lung spyan gzigs
chu gnyis bar gyi dgon vul

a tse 'bru chung lta bu

—Goldstein, Sherap, and Siebenschub
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return to China. It was the end of the fighting, but the beginning of a new
life for me.

I was only fourteen, but even before the fighting was over I had made
a major decision about my life. I wanted to follow in the footsteps of Ke-
sang Tsering and Lobsang Thundrup by going to China to study, so I too
could become a leader in the fight for the freedom of our Tibetan people.
I wasn’t in any way discouraged by the defeats. I was proud of the at-
tempts. | remember how I felt at the beginning of Panda Tobgye’s mili-
tia’s first attack. When I saw his soldiers standing guard every five feet
along the route from the town to the monastery, they looked fierce and
imposing, and I was proud of our people. I still remember how my heart
rose when I saw Kesang Tsering fire his pistol in the air and proclaim to
the world that Batang was now going to be ruled by Tibetans. I wanted
to be like my uncle and Kesang Tsering, and so the first time I heard my
uncle mention leaving, I eagerly asked him to take me with him to Nan-
jing to school.

He laughed and said that he wasn’t leaving for China then. He said
he was just going to visit his colleague Gara Lama, who was seriously ill
in another part of Kham, and that he would be back in a few weeks. He
told me not to worry, but I did worry. | knew now that I wanted more
than anything else to get an education in China. I didn’t admire Kesang
Tsering and my uncle simply because they defied the Chinese. I admired
them because they were educated, sophisticated, and modern, as well as
committed to the belief I now also strongly held—that Khampas had to
rule Kham. Going to study in China therefore had become the focus of
my dreams, and I feared that my uncle’s insistence that he would return
soon was simply empty words intended to placate me.

The more I worried that my uncle would not return, the more I be-
came convinced that unless I took prompt action I would lose my only
chance to study in China. So when I learned he had left, I decided to run
away from home, catch up with him on the road, and make him take me
with him. I persuaded a young friend of mine to join me, and with his
help I stole some food from my family’s storage room and gave it to him
with instructions that he should meet me early the next morning with the
provisions. I got up early and waited at the appointed spot, but my friend
did not come on time. [ waited a few minutes, but when he didn’t arrive,
I decided not to waste time going to look for him, and I left alone, with-
out any food or money.

I walked as fast as I could to the next relay station, where I arrived
hungry and extremely tired. But I was too late. The innkeeper told me
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that my uncle had already gone. I was crestfallen and wanted to follow
him at once, but the innkeeper persuaded me to have a meal and spend
the night. He promised he would send a rider ahead to tell my uncle I was
there. Unbeknownst to me, he also sent someone to tell my family.

The next morning, first my uncle arrived, and then my father. My
uncle was amused by my fears and again promised that he would return
to Batang soon and that when he finally returned to China he would def-
initely take me with him. My father also assured me that he would let me
go to China to study, so I felt better. I returned with my father. I had
some lingering doubts, but deep down I believed them. Now I felt it was
just a matter of time.

The ride home with my father is a painful memory. He had brought
only one horse, so on the return trip I sat on the saddle in front of him.
As we rode, he asked me to tell him the truth about why I had run away.
I thought for a few moments about whether I should speak candidly. I
decided that I ought to, and so I told him that the main reason was that
I wanted to go to study in China and be educated like my uncle, but then
I also I told him that I was unhappy with life in our household.

Perhaps it was presumptuous or disrespectful, but I told him that he
drank too much. I reminded him that when he had come home from
Markam—after we had thought he had been killed—he was so drunk
that he could scarcely stay seated on his horse. And my aunt had had to
clap her hands over his mouth to prevent him from yelling insults that
would have antagonized the Chinese. I also said that I didn’t like it when
he got drunk and hit my mother. So, I said, I was running away because
of these things as well.

My father said nothing. I was facing forward and couldn’t see his
face, so I had no idea what he was thinking. The silence began to get un-
comfortable, and suddenly I felt something warm and wet on the back
of my neck. When I turned in the saddle to see what was happening, I
was shocked to see tears flowing freely from his eyes. I had never seen
him cry.

After we got home, I wondered many times if I had done the right
thing in being honest. I didn’t know the answer, but I had said what I had
said, and my life was now pulling me in a new direction. My uncle was
as good as his word. He returned to Batang, and when the fighting was
over, he took me with him to China as he had promised. For better or
for worse, I would not see Batang again for nearly ten years.



CHAPTER 3

School Years

We left Batang for China on horseback. We were a small party consist-
ing of my uncle, his daughter and younger sister, a servant, and myself.
Because my uncle worried that Liu Wenhui might try to arrest him, for
the first leg of the journey—between Batang and Liu’s headquarters at
Tartsedo—he pretended to be a trader, and we traveled with about thirty
yaks loaded with goods. I spent most of the time daydreaming about
what school in China would be like. I remember that I wasn’t appre-
hensive at all. I was excited. I was going to become educated and mod-
ern. I couldn’t wait to get started and see a new world.

At Tartsedo, my uncle sent the yaks back, and we went on foot from
there. This portion of the trip was a nightmare. We stayed off the main
roads, choosing remote mountain trails and passes that were exhausting
and dangerous. My uncle hired two porters, who carried the girls on
their backs, and we often had to go for a day or more on short rations
because we were passing through areas with no villages. My uncle’s feet
blistered and swelled, and it took us about twelve days to reach Leshan,
where we were able to take a boat directly to the city of Chongging and
finally get beyond Liu’s reach.

In Chongqing we were in ethnic China, and after we arrived, my uncle
had us change into Chinese clothing. He also had us clean up. We had
been on the trail for several weeks, and the two girls had so many lice in
their hair that my uncle hired a Chinese woman to help them wash it.

22
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(In the end, we all had to have our heads shaved.) But it didn’t bother
me at all.

I was thrilled to be in the midst of this fantastic new world. [ was naive
and full of wonder. I had never imagined there were places with so many
people and buildings that seemed as large as mountains. The first time
my uncle took me for a ride in a car and I saw the scenery whizzing by,
I thought it was the buildings that were moving! I was also amazed by
the sight of rickshaws pulled by people—something I had never seen or
imagined—and by the endless shops selling all kinds of odd and won-
derful things. Although I had studied Chinese in primary school, people
spoke quickly here, and I had a hard time understanding them. I found
that at first I could communicate effectively only about simple everyday
things, and then only with difficulty. Obviously I had a lot to learn. But
I was in the modern world, and I loved it. At fourteen, I thought my life
had finally begun.

While we waited to secure passage on a boat going down the Yangtse
River to Nanjing, we stayed in a house my uncle rented. He went to work
in another part of the city during the day, and we stayed around the
house and took our meals in Chinese restaurants.

Although I later came to find Chinese food delicious, at first I found
it strange and unsatisfying. In Tibet we were used to eating a lot of but-
ter and meat, but the restaurants where we ate served mainly rice and
vegetable dishes, which did not fill us up. | amazed the restaurant work-
ers because [ would eat six or seven bowls of rice at a sitting (and the girls
ate five or six). In truth, even after eating all this, we usually went out
and bought some bread from street vendors in the afternoon.

After about two weeks in Chonggqing, we finally got seats on a boat
to Nanjing. My uncle had to stay behind, but he made special arrange-
ments with the boatmaster to look after us. The trip was to take four or
five days, and I wasn’t afraid at all. We dressed like the Chinese now, but
everyone on the boat knew we were Tibetan. Actually, it was a lot of fun.
The boatmaster had never seen Tibetans before, and he treated us with
special concern and care. He sometimes invited us to eat with him and
the crew, and in general went out of his way to be kind to us. We didn’t
know enough Chinese to have extended conversations with the other
passengers, but we could talk among ourselves, and we made the whole
trip into an adventure.

When we arrived in Nanjing, my uncle’s brother and his wife met us
at the dock. He was a student at Chiang Kaishek’s military academy—
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actually he was the first Tibetan to enroll there. His wife was a transla-
tor in the Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission, the branch of the
Nationalist government that dealt with minority nationalities. She had
gone to the Batang missionary school and knew English as well as Chi-
nese and Tibetan.

The school program we were planning to attend was part of Chiang
Kaishek’s Central Political Institute that had been established by the
Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission to train Tibetans and other
minorities to work in the government. There were approximately three
hundred students, of whom fifteen to twenty were Tibetans (some from
Batang, some from the Panchen Lama’s area in Shigatse, and a few from
other Tibetan areas in Kham and Qinghai). The rest were Mongols,
Uygurs, Yi, Hui, and Han Chinese from border areas such as Gansu and
Qinghai.

Our Chinese was too poor to allow us to enter even the preparatory
class for the school, so my uncle arranged for us to study with a private
tutor. Life in Nanjing was exciting, as there were always new things to
experience. The school, for example, frequently showed propaganda
films about the war with Japan, and the first time I saw one, I got fright-
ened because I thought the guns and cannons I saw firing on the screen
would actually hit me. At the same time, I was frustrated because I didn’t
understand much that they were saying in the films.

I worked very hard with my tutor and after a few months improved
tremendously. Before long I was able to read simple novels. I remember
being amused by a book about a Russian Eskimo who came to a big city
for the first time and stared at all the cars and buildings. The story made
me feel better because it gave me a little perspective. I laughed and
laughed because I realized that that was just about what I had been like
when I first came to Chongqing and Nanjing.

I wrote letters to my family, but I was not homesick and didn’t mind
that they did not send me letters in return. Every weekend, Tibetans in
Nanjing got together at our house to eat, sing, and dance, so I was not
totally cut off from my culture or food. After about seven months, my
Chinese improved enough for me to be officially enrolled in a prepara-
tory class.

The school was run in military fashion, and we were all treated like
soldiers. We wore uniforms. (I thought they were very sharp.) And the
teachers came to inspect our bedrooms every morning. We all had to
make our beds with corners so tight and precise that they reminded me
of the squares of tofu we bought in the market.
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The Chinese government paid all our school expenses, and in addition
they gave each of us a salary. I received eight yuan (Chinese dollars) per
month for food and another two yuan for miscellaneous expenses. It was
a good salary, and it was paid in silver dayan coins. The food was good,
too. We got a special large tray with compartments for one vegetable
dish with meat, one with no meat, and soup. We could also take a bowl
and fill it with as much rice and steamed bread [ch. mantou] as we
wanted.

The military aspects of the school carried over to the canteen as well.
After we sat down with our trays, we had to wait to begin eating until a
military official blew a whistle. Then after about ten minutes, he would
blow the whistle again and we had to stop eating whether we were fin-
ished or not. (I remember there was a boy from Inner Mongolia who had
bad teeth and couldn’t eat meat, so he gave me his meat and I gave him
my vegetable dish.) We ate quickly, but overall we ate very well.

We studied Chinese, math, history, and geography, and all the teach-
ing was done in Chinese at a high level. It was wonderful. I felt fortunate
to be there. I sometimes thought about my primary school in Batang and
would laugh to myself at the difference. The Batang school taught very
little compared to the one in Nanjing.

Sometimes when I thought about the differences between our simple
village and Chiang Kaishek’s academy in the capital of China, I was
amazed at and proud of how far I had come. I was also thrilled when I
got the chance to get a close look at Chiang Kaishek.

Every Monday morning, the students attended a meeting to com-
memorate Sun Yatsen, the father of the Chinese revolution against the
Manchu dynasty. Everyone was required to attend, and high GMD Party
officials would often come as well. Once Chiang spoke in person, and I
got to see him and Madame Chiang from a distance of only a few feet.
He had a narrow mustache and wore a large sword at his waist. I
thought he was very handsome—even elegant.

[ wasn’t at the school long before the Japanese war began to close in
on us. It wasn’t something on a movie screen anymore. It was knocking
at our door. In July 1937, the Japanese attacked Beijing, and then in Au-
gust they attacked Shanghai. A few months later, Chiang ordered the
Chinese government to move for safety to a temporary capital in
Chongqing in the west, and our school moved as well. We didn’t go di-
rectly to Chonggqing, though. We moved westward gradually.

We stayed for a few months in Anhui Province, then moved to Jiangxi
Province, and from there we relocated to Zhijiang, a city near Changsha.
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While we were in transit, living conditions and, in particular, the food got
much worse. However, we often had no classes, and the loose discipline
and the relaxation of the structure provided by our military routine
allowed students to have more time to meet and talk—and organize.

I experienced my first antigovernment criticism when some of the
older student leaders complained that school officials were misusing
the funds meant for us. They also spoke negatively about the state of the
GMD government, arguing that most higher officials were interested
only in getting rich and were doing so by means of rampant corruption,
even though the government was losing the war to the Japanese and the
majority of people were living in extremely poor conditions. As a result
of the protests about conditions, the central government sent a special
official to investigate and made some changes. This was my first expo-
sure to political activism, and I was impressed. I agreed with everything
the student leaders were saying, and I admired them for their courage
and convictions.

Since we often didn’t have formal classes, some of the student leaders
taught us progressive songs that were not part of the GMD political cur-
riculum. I still remember the words of one song, which said the “work-
ers, farmers, soldiers, and traders should unite and save the country.”
This seems mild now, but at the time it was considered very progressive
and revolutionary because it said that nongovernment elements were
needed to save the country.

We were also deeply involved in opposing the Japanese oppression
and exploitation of China. Although I was opposed to Liu Wenhui’s rule
in Kham, I felt patriotic about China in general. About this time I saw a
wonderful Russian propaganda film about a daring young pilot. It was
full of aerial dogfights and heroic deeds, and I suddenly got the idea that
I could help the nation by joining the Chinese Air Force and going to
fight against Japan. (My fantasy plan also included flying back to Kham
and bombing the garrison of Liu Wenhui at Tartsedo, thereby striking a
blow for Kham and the Bapas!)

My friend from Batang, Dawa—whose father had been executed by
Liu Wenhui—had joined me at the school, and I quickly sold him on the
idea of our both trying to become pilots. We were young and angry at
the Japanese, and the times were so volatile and unsettled that almost
anything seemed possible. As I think back about it now, it is amazing tb
think how far we actually got before we were finally stopped.

The first thing we did was write a letter to Zhang Zhezhong, the gov-
ernor of Hunan Province. In it we said that we two were Tibetans who
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were outraged at what the Japanese were doing to China, and we
wanted to become pilots so we could help in the fight against them. We
were not sure whether the letter would reach him, so we also decided we
should go to talk with him in person in Changsha. There was a problem,
however.

Dawa and I had hardly any money, and at first we didn’t know how
we could afford to make the trip. Then Dawa came up with the solution.
He was engaged to be married to Kesang Tsering’s younger sister and
had bought a gold engagement ring for her. We sold the ring for twenty-
five yuan, borrowed a little money from some of the other Batang stu-
dents, and eventually had enough for traveling expenses.

We got a leave of absence from the school by telling the administra-
tion that Dawa’s fiancée had come to Hunan and that we needed to visit
her. Because it was wartime and things were so up in the air that the
school had little time to look closely into requests like ours, we got the
permission to travel with no trouble. It was the beginning of a very ex-
citing adventure!

The minute we had the school’s permission, we took a train to Chang-
sha and tried to meet Governor Zhang. We didn’t succeed, but we were
able to talk to his secretary. We knew we made a good impression on him
because he invited us for a meal and praised us, saying, “It’s amazing that
border people like you two have so much courage and determination.”
He also wrote a letter of introduction for us to Mao Banchu, the com-
mander-in-chief of the GMD air force, and sent a copy to Zhou Zhirong,
who was the head of the GMD’s Air Force Academy. Dawa and I waited
eagerly in Changsha for an answer, but after two weeks we got nervous
and decided that perhaps we should go ourselves and try to ind Mao and
Zhou at the air force complex in Wuhan.

By now we were running low on money. We looked well off and
snappy in our fancy school uniforms, but appearances were deceiving.
We scarcely had enough money to eat. Things were so bad that we de-
cided to stay at a classy Wuhan hotel because the room charges there
could be paid when you left rather than daily, as was the case at cheap
inns. But we still had to pay for each meal, so we bought only ten or
twenty cents worth of bread or the cheapest noodles on the street and
went to a park and ate it. That way, we could maintain our cover by re-
tdrning to the hotel still looking important and well off.

It took a lot of walking around before we found the air force school,
and while we were searching, our money dwindled further. But during
our walks I saw things that made a deep and lasting impression on me.
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We passed expensive restaurants where the people with money ate, and
sometimes I couldn’t help stopping to stare at the food through the win-
dow. We were so hungry, and they had so much. We saw the other side
of life as well. We often passed people who were terribly poor sleeping
in the streets, and once we saw a woman still holding a dead child at her
breast. I couldn’t stop thinking about the contrast between the way the
rich people lived and the life of the very poor. I felt a kinship with the
people in the streets—Dawa’s and my situation was really only a step
away from theirs.

Things eventually became desperate financially, but we never thought
of going back to school because we were convinced that an answer to our
letter would come soon and we would start training to be pilots. By this
time, we were so hungry that when we saw delicious food in restaurant
windows, our mouths watered. Sometimes we had only one or two
pieces of bread a day. So I wrote my uncle, who by now had moved to
Chonggqing, telling him we were trying to join the air force and asking
him to send money. While we were waiting, the Chinese government
convened a meeting in Wuhan that Kesang Tsering attended. My uncle
forwarded money to me through him, and he sent his secretary to con-
tact us.

Kesang Tsering invited us to meet him at a fine restaurant, and when
we got there, we gorged ourselves. Hunger is the best sauce, and this was
one of the best meals I have ever eaten. Kesang Tsering enjoyed watch-
ing us eat; then he got serious and scolded us roundly. He said we were
irresponsible and shortsighted, and that there was no way he was going
to allow us to join the air force. He wrote a letter to the head of the Air
Force Academy telling him that we were not eligible to enlist because we
were Tibetan minority students who had come to China to study, not to
fight. He said that nothing good could come of our enlisting, because if
we were injured in any way, the investment in us, the training and
schooling, would be wasted. Moreover, if we were killed, the Tibetans
would probably say that the Chinese were responsible. He wanted us to
return to Chonggqing with him, and that was that.

Dawa, who was engaged to his daughter, agreed, but I refused; he fi-
nally said that he would take Dawa with him and that I could just find
my way back to school on my own. Ironically, the next day a letter ar-
rived admitting us to pilot training school. We were to be treated as “ex-
ceptions” without having to take the entrance examination. But it was
too late, and 1 took the money my uncle had sent and grudgingly re-
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turned to school, embarrassed because I had told everyone 1 was going
to become a pilot and fight the Japanese.

Soon after I returned, it was time for exams, and of course [ was com-
pletely unprepared. But I got a lucky break. My main teacher, Wang Xiao-
xong, liked me, and he told me that instead of trying to take the exams,
I could write an essay about the things I had seen in Wuhan. I jumped at
the chance. My mind and imagination were full of the things I had just
seen. ] wrote about two of them. The first was the hardship that the Japa-
nese invasion was causing the Chinese people. The second was the vast
gulf between the way the rich and the poor lived in China, the tremen-
dous difference between the wealthy people laughing in the restaurants
and the poor people outside dying in the streets. I wrote about how
moved I had been by seeing these things and how it had begun to change
my thinking.

My teacher, it turned out, was sympathetic to socialist political ideas.
Some of his friends were already members of the Communist Party, and
he liked my essay very much. Without telling me, he corrected all the lit-
tle mistakes and sent it to a newspaper in Zhijiang, and the paper actu-
ally published it. I didn’t know anything about it until Mr. Wang called
me over one day and gave me the ten yuan the paper had paid for my ar-
ticle and a copy in print. It was the first time I had earned anything by
my writing. | was sixteen years old, and ten yuan was a lot at that time.
It was enough to cover basic living expenses for a month. But the im-
portance of the article was far greater than the money.

The trip to Wuhan had a major impact on my life. After the article
was published, the other students suddenly began to notice me. I was no
longer just the strange Tibetan who had said he was joining the air force,
but an intellectual with something worth saying. They were surprised
and pleased by my views, which they considered democratic. My think-
ing began to focus more sharply on social and political issues, and be-
cause my teacher and my fellow students took my ideas seriously, I be-
came more eager to pursue them and to trust my instincts about what I
thought and saw.

During this time, our school continued to move west, first to Guiyang,
the capital of Guizhou Province, and then finally to Chonggqing in late
1938. When we were in Nanjing, the school’s administrators had
watched what we read and controlled what we had access to. But the
more we moved around, the more access we had to printed materials of
all kinds, including communist publications. Chongqing had a much
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wider range of materials available than Nanjing because the Chinese
Communist Party had offices there, as did the communists’ Xinhua News
Agency. I also discovered that I had an ally in my teacher, Mr. Wang.

Teacher Wang had been watching me ever since the publication of the
essay. He told me he saw that my thinking was different from that of
most of the other students, and he went out of his way to show me pro-
gressive and communist writings and newspapers, including articles and
books by Stalin and Lenin. He was careful, though. Usually he would call
me to his room in the evening on some pretext, so the other students
wouldn’t see. The first book he gave me was Stalin’s On Nationalities.
The next was a thin little book that had a tremendous impact on me. It
was Lenin’s brilliant Concerning a Nationality’s Right of Self-Determi-
nation. Mr. Wang said he wasn’t a member of the Communist Party him-
self, but he clearly had friends who were communist activists working for
the Xinhua News Agency, and therefore I began to have access to a
whole new set of ideas and social analyses. The things he gave me caused
radical changes in the way I thought about things as a Tibetan.

What struck me immediately about the articles and books by Stalin
and Lenin was that they were about things I knew. I had seen the terri-
ble gap between the poor and the wealthy. I knew about how one group,
like that led by the warlord Liu Wenhui, was oppressing and controlling
other people—minorities—like our people in Batang and Kham. I hadn’t
known before that great minds like Lenin and Stalin had thought about
issues like these.

I was especially impressed by Lenin’s idea that individual nationalities
should have the right to their own identity and freedom, that they should
have the freedom to choose whether they would live free and separate or
join in a union as equal partners with another country. [ admired the So-
viet Union, because all nationalities in the Soviet Union had equal rights
and each nationality was a republic with its own government. And I un-
derstood what Lenin meant when he talked about the inevitable tension
between the nationality that has power and the ones that do not. Hav-
ing grown up in Batang and seen what I had seen, I understood the real-
ity that the strong nationality would often use its power to oppress the
smaller, weaker one, and that the smaller ones would fight bitterly
against this. | felt sometimes as if Lenin knew exactly what I was think-
ing, what I cared about most. I also found exciting and persuasive the no-
tion of the International, where communists would be represented as
equals in a new political entity that transcended national boundaries.
This introduction to communist ideology and theory influenced my
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thinking for the rest of my life. | became convinced that Tibet’s problems
would be solved by a communist revolution followed by Tibet (or
Kham) joining the International as equals.

Because of my early success as a writer, in early 1939 I became the ed-
itor in charge of the school bulletin board on which news was posted
weekly. Since 1 decided what articles to post, I was able to give special
emphasis to issues I was interested in. One day, a Tibetan from Amdo
(Labrang, in Gansu Province) named Kuncho Tashi (his Chinese name
was Wu Zhengang) introduced himself to me. He was two grades higher,
but he said he read the bulletin board often and liked my choices. Then
he obliquely asked me if | had been reading any new books lately. I knew
what he meant, and because he was Tibetan I felt I could trust him, so 1
said, “Yes, I have been.” He asked what I liked and I told him. He said,
“I am also quietly reading new books like this.” After that, we became
very good friends and shared ideas and readings.

Another Bapa, Ngawang Kesang, also joined our core group. He had
been educated by the American missionaries in Batang and lived in their
orphanage because his father had died when he was young and his
mother was unable to raise him. After finishing primary school, the
Americans sent him to a middle school in Chengdu together with two
other Tibetan children. Ngawang Kesang told me that when the three of
them first arrived in Chengdu the Chinese students thought they would
be real bumpkins coming from a “backward” Tibetan area. He used to
like to tell a funny story about this. When they were first shown around
by their Chinese classmates, there was an organ in one room and the Chi-
nese asked them whether they had ever seen anything like this, fully ex-
pecting the answer to be negative. Instead, Ngawang Kesang calmly
walked over, sat down, and started playing it (he had learned this in mis-
sionary school). The Chinese students were shocked and said, “Well,
these barbarian kids are capable.”

After Chengdu, the Americans sent Ngawang to our school in Nan-
jing. He was nine years older than me, and smart—he knew Tibetan,
Chinese, and some English and could sing all the Christian songs in Ti-
betan. He also had a deep desire to change our society and institutions,
and we became close friends and comrades in Chonggqing.

My formal studies continued, but I was now more and more absorbed
in the informal reading and study of history and political ideology. A few
close friends, like Kuncho Tashi, and [ were deeply influenced by the idea
of communism as we were learning to understand it. My teacher, Mr.
Wang, helped us immensely by always giving us new things to read. For



32 Growing Up in Kham and China

example, when he gave us a copy of Edgar Snow’s book Red Star over
China, we all read and discussed it, talking about Mao’s life in Yan’an
and what life had been like on the Long March.

This was our first opportunity to learn what was happening with the
Chinese Communist Party, and we were very impressed. We passed the
book around like hungry people sharing food. We also read an interest-
ing book by a reporter about his trips to America and Russia. He wrote
about introducing American workers to communist ideas, and was full
of praise for Russia. One of the things that brought us together was hav-
ing read and been influenced by Lenin’s thoughts on nationalities. The
things he said seemed to fit the needs of Tibetans exactly. We weren’t so-
phisticated Marxists. We didn’t really think much about landlords op-
pressing the common people or the fine points of class distinctions and
class struggle. We focused on the things that seemed most directly related
to our own lives.

The new ideas were exciting, and eventually, in 1939, a few of us de-
cided that we should start a secret Tibetan Communist Party in the
school. The name we gave it was the Tibetan Communist Revolutionary
Group [tib. bod rigs gung kbran ring lugs gsar brje tshogs chung]. At first
there were only five members: Kuncho Tashi, Sherap (from Labrang),
Maja Thundrup, Ngawang Kesang, and me [see figure 3]. We were very
serious and earnest and pledged that for the rest of our lives we would
work together for socialist causes, and especially for issues specifically re-
lated to questions of Tibetan nationality and self-rule.

In the early days, we met secretly, sometimes in parks and sometimes
in the woods near the school. We would discuss and argue about Tibetan
freedom and the need to oppose the oppression of people and unite all
Tibetans. We frequently discussed what would be appropriate activities
for us, and we undertook some simple tasks like translating the “Inter-
nationale” and the Chinese Communist Party’s main songs into Tibetan.
We also decided to send letters to Stalin and Mao Zedong informing
them of the creation of our party, whose main purpose was to bring
democracy and revolution to Kham and Tibet.

We thought a great deal about how to address the letters, since letter
headings are important in Tibetan and Chinese culture. To Stalin we
wrote, “Comrade Stalin, the great teacher and the great leader of the op-
pressed nationalities of the proletariat of the world” [tib. 'dzam gling
yongs kyi 'byor med gral rim gyi gnya' gnon ‘og tshod pa'i mi rigs kyi
rlabs chen slob dpon dang rlabs chen gtso 'dzin blo mthun si ta ling).
And to Mao Zedong we wrote, “Comrade Mao Zedong, the great leader
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of all the nationalities of the East™ [tib. shar phyogs mi rigs khag gyi
rlabs chen gtso 'dzin blo mthun ma'o rtse tung|. The reason for the dif-
ference in headings was that we felt the Soviet Union was extremely pow-
erful and in the future would be the most powerful country in the world.
By contrast, we thought that Mao Zedong would become the leader who
established communism in Asia.

We also decided that we should try to influence the thinking of the
other Tibetan students, so we organized a larger, more public group that
was not explicitly communist. Kuncho Tashi and I argued that we Ti-
betans should form an organization to look after the interests of Ti-
betans. If we worked together, we might accomplish things for Tibetans
at the school that we couldn’t achieve as individuals. We pointed out that
we were always together and did things together anyway, so why not
make it official? Kuncho Tashi was the oldest of the students from Amdo
and they all respected him. And the Bapas were willing to listen to me. |
wasn’t the oldest, but I was a strong personality, and they all took me
seriously.

We talked about many ideas and problems we might try to address
and finally settled on three basic issues: (1) we were opposed to any form
of Han chauvinism by the GMD; (2) we were against the oppression of
the people in Kham by GMD soldiers and officials; and (3) we asked for
better treatment of the Tibetan students, and especially that the school
improve conditions for teaching Tibetans. Kuncho Tashi and I recruited
about twenty Tibetan students and gave this group the name the Sichuan
Association of Tibetan Students from Various Regions [tib. sa gnas khag
gt bod pa gzhon nu zi kbron bskyod pa'i slob grogs tshogs chung].

In the spring of 1940, the Dalai Lama’s Bureau Office in Chonggqing
threw a big party for all the Tibetans (and some Chinese) to celebrate the
Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s enthronement in Lhasa on February 22. We
were invited and decided it would be a perfect time to formally announce
the existence of our group. We had a picture taken of the members who
were there, and then danced and sang for the rest of the night.

The first formal action we took was to petition the school authorities
requesting action on the three points mentioned above, especially the
need for more classes in the Tibetan language and better food. We felt
that the food at the school in Nanjing had been a lot better than the food
we were getting in Chongging. A lot of the students from Batang were
coming down with tuberculosis. We had heard that a better diet could
help cure the disease, so we thought the school should improve our diet.
Also, some of the Tibetan students had had to go home because they
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Figure 3. Group picture of students in the Tibetan Communist Party and the
Sichuan Organization of Tibetan Students, Chongqing, 1940. Back row, from
left: Dawa (first), Phunwang (third), and Kuncho Tashi (fourth). Front row,
from left: Pema (second), Kuncho Tashi’s wite (third), Ngawang Kesang
(fourth), Sherap (fifth), and Chompel (sixth).

couldn’t afford to stay. Besides these issues, we also wanted to make
people aware of our group and to increase its influence and attract new
members. (We did not sign individual names to the petition, only the gen-
eral signature “A few Tibetan students.”)

Our petition certainly got attention.

We soon learned that Gong Beicheng, the GMD Party secretary in our
school, had been suspicious of us for some time and had already been
asking the other students what the Tibetans were doing together all the
time. He wasn’t happy about our meeting together as a group so fre-
quently for “social” activities. He suspected us and soon called Kuncho
Tashi and me to his office.

“I want to know what you students are always getting together for,”
he said angrily. “If vou keep it up, your studies are going to suffer. A stu-
dent’s job at this school is to study. It’'s not our custom to let students
form organizations. In fact, this is a GMD school, and you are not al-
lowed to form a separate organization.”
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Then he told us directly that we were not to meet together as a group
anymore. As he spoke, he banged his fist on the table. It didn’t frighten
me, however. It made me angry, and I responded testily, “There is no
contradiction between being a student and associating in a group like
this! We made a proper request to the GMD government, and our or-
ganization isn’t just Kuncho Tashi and me—not just two people—it in-
volves all the Tibetan students. So even if you silence us, you can’t silence
all the students!”

“All right,” he said, “if this involves all the students, then we will talk
to all the students.”

The larger meeting was even more contentious. Gong Beicheng began
by lecturing us all about our duties as students. He reminded us that we
had responsibilities and that there were a lot of things we were not per-
mitted to do. He really worked himself up and pounded his fist on the
table as he spoke to emphasize his points.

Some of the students were frightened by his anger, and a few began
to cry from the tension. But I got just as angry and pounded my own fist
on the table when I responded. “What do you think you’re doing?” he
roared.

“I am imitating you,” I said. “You are our teacher, and I am follow-
ing your example!” (He never forgave me for defying him in public like
that.)

My action seemed to give the other students confidence, because we
all spoke with one voice and said that we would not accept or obey his
orders, and when he kept shouting at us, the Tibetan students all stood
up and filed out of the room. We went back to our classrooms, where
some of the students smashed the desks and chairs to vent their anger. It
was invigorating to stand up to Gong and demand our rights.

After the meeting, Gong Beicheng again called Kuncho Tashi and me
to his office and told us point blank that we could not continue to have
a Tibetan association. We still refused to agree and told him that it was
his behavior that was unacceptable, not ours. We said that we had come
a long way to study here in China, living apart from our parents and en-
during many hardships. Treating us this way amounted to oppression
and we would not accept it. (I was only eighteen, but I had read a great
deal and was confident in my knowledge and the legitimacy of my
views.) Again we stalked out. At this point Gong reported the matter to
Chiang Kaishek himself.

Chiang and a number of other high GMD officials came to the regu-
lar Monday meeting of the students and officials of the school. At first,
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the meeting went on more or less as usual, but just as it seemed to have
ended and the students were all getting up to leave, an announcement
was made that the students under the supervision of the Mongolian and
Tibetan Affairs Commission school should stay.

When the room had cleared, we were told to come up and sit in the
front. Then Chiang Kaishek rose and moved directly in front of us. He
had a big sword hanging at his side, and he put his hand casually on the
handle as he looked us over. You could see the anger in his eyes as he
began to scold us.

“The central government has invested a lot of money to teach and
train you,” he said. “We have brought you here from far away so you
can study and have the advantages of our teaching. And yet instead of
studying you have been causing disturbances, challenging the authority
of the school.”

Because he was angry, his speaking style wasn’t smooth. It was
clipped and choppy as he emphasized each of the things we had done
wrong. He pretended that he was talking about all of the students in gen-
eral, but it was very clear that he was talking about the Tibetan students
in particular. And when he was finished, he stood facing us, letting his
eyes move from face to face, daring us to contradict him. I think he
wanted to see what we would do, and as the silence continued, things
began to get very tense. Then a Tibetan student named Pema [see figure
3] raised his hand and, in the formal way that all students used when
they had something to say in a class, said, “Principal, I have something
to report.”

You could have heard a pin drop.

Chiang looked around to see who had spoken, and when he found
him, he walked slowly over to him and had his assistant write down the
name and number on his identification badge. What had we gotten our-
selves into? We had heard terrible things about Chiang’s temper. Sup-
posedly, when he was principal of the Infantry School, some students
who had made criticisms had been executed.

I thought it was over for us all then. But Pema, to our amazement,
continued to speak. He looked right at Chiang and said, “You have said
in your criticism that we are neglecting our studies and causing trouble,
but we are studying hard and we are not causing trouble.”

I think Chiang was surprised that any of us dared to speak. And al-
though Pema was denying the truth of what Chiang had just said, he
didn’t do it in an aggressive or challenging way. Somehow he made it
sound as if he was actually agreeing with him—that they were on the
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same side. He spoke simply. His Chinese was not good, and so he
phrased things oddly. To our amazement, when he finished, the anger
seemed to go out of Chiang. He actually nodded as if in agreement with
Pema, and even seemed to be amused at the way Pema had phrased
things. When the rest of us saw that Chiang’s anger was abating, another
student, who was known to be a bit of a sycophant, spoke up and said
that he was also studying diligently. The tension eased perceptibly.

For the moment, Pema had saved the day. He was a very strange stu-
dent, and when I asked him afterward why he had spoken up, he said
that it was because the things that Chiang was saying were making him
angry. But then when I asked him what he had hoped would happen,
what he had had in mind by speaking, he said he didn’t know—he had
no idea.

If he hadn’t spoken when and as he did, I really don’t know how the
meeting would have ended. The obvious thing would have been for the
Tibetan students to apologize to Chiang and the school. But we didn’t
think of that until afterward, and we might not have done it. I don’t
know what might have happened then.

All of the Tibetan students were enormously relieved, and I was too,
but at the same time Kuncho Tashi and I knew we were still in danger.
The school knew that Kuncho and I were the ones behind the organiza-
tion, and soon afterward they retalated. It happened to Kuncho Tashi
first.

According to the rules, students could not have their wives living with
them, but Kuncho Tashi had brought his wife anyway, and eventually
she got pregnant. The school now used that as an excuse for getting rid
of him. He was told to take his wife back to Labrang (in Gansu) imme-
diately, and because of the regulation, he had no choice. However, he
was not permitted to return because the school secretly sent a letter to
the GMD office in Labrang telling them not to allow him to do so. One
day he was there and the next day he was gone. We didn’t find out the
details until later.

Soon after this, they eliminated me. One night, the head of the school
summoned me to his office and informed me that I was to turn in all my
badges and insignias and be officially separated the next morning. He
may have said something about my not adhering to school rules and dis-
cipline, too, but I don’t recall much from that night. I was too shocked
and angry to register details.

When I got back to my room, I called some of my closest friends to-
gether to tell them what had happened. I said, “Kuncho Tashi has been
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sent home. I have also been expelled, so you will have to work hard to
keep the work of our organization alive.” I added, “I’m going to live at
my uncle’s house in Chongging, so I will not be tar away and will be able
to keep in touch with you.” This was the summer of 1940.

I was surprised and hurt by the expulsion. I had expected some kind
of trouble or disciplinary action because of the disturbances we had
caused, but nothing like this. At most, I thought they might send me
home for a while.

I liked school and had never imagined not being a student. At first, |
was simply numb. But I was young and full of the energy, hope, and re-
siliency of youth, and I got my balance back quickly. As I left the school
grounds, I vowed not to slink away quietly. I started singing loudly, pre-
tending that I didn’t have a care in the world. I said to myself, “Well, you
are just embarking on a new road. You have learned now that you will
have to fight hard for your ideas and principles and that there are costs
you will have to bear, but so be it.”
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The Tibetan Communist
Party Era






CHAPTER 4

Planning Revolution

I was sad when I left the school, but I didn’t regret what I had done. I felt
we Tibetans were justified in organizing and protesting and that the
school had no right to expel us. But I wasn’t looking forward to telling
my uncle.

“What did they expel you for?” he asked calmly.

When I told him about the association and the protests, he was sym-
pathetic because he also had strong feelings about the treatment of Ti-
betans. All he said was that it was too bad that I had come so far to study
only to have this happen. He had been hoping that the education I would
get here would help me in the future.

He never said | had made a mistake by protesting, and in fact he and
his wife both got very angry with the school because they thought the
punishment was too harsh and unwarranted.

“No student from the Mongolian and Tibetan Affairs Commission
school has ever been expelled,” he said angrily. “If that’s the kind of
thing they’re going to do now, I’m going to withdraw my daughter as
well.”

He did withdraw his daughter from the school, and I felt a little bad
that I had caused all this trouble for him and my aunt. I tried to make
them feel better by telling them that [ would continue to study hard even
though I was no longer in school—and I did so after my fashion.

Although 1 was staying with my aunt and uncle, they both worked
during the day, so I was more or less on my own. They gave me enough
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money to buy food and have a little extra to travel in town, so it was easy
to maintain contact with members of our organization who were still in
school. All of my attention was now focused on what our organization’s
next step should be to implement our revolutionary ideas in Kham (and
Tibet).

At about this time, Ngawang Kesang returned to Chongqing after fin-
ishing a postgraduate practical training program. He was receiving a
small salary from the government and living at an inn. The inn was
nearer our school than my uncle’s house was, so he asked me to move in
with him to make it easier to plan our next moves; for the next few
months, I alternated between staying with him for three or four days and
going home to spend a day or so with my aunt and uncle.

Ngawang and [ discussed the future with Sherap, a member of our
core group who was still enrolled in school, and decided that if we
wanted to begin our operations in Kham, we should establish relations
with other communist parties and seek their help. We decided to try the
Soviets first because we admired the Russian communists from our read-
ing of Lenin and Stalin, and because there was less risk of being caught
by the GMD spies, who were looking for Chinese Communist Party
agents but not Russians. So Ngawang Kesang and I went to the Soviet
Embassy in Chongqing.

We found it by spotting the bright red Soviet flag with its hammer and
sickle. We didn’t go right up to the door and walk in, though. First we
hung around outside watching carefully to try to see if anyone was fol-
lowing us. When we felt certain that no one was watching, we went in.

Nobody challenged us. Ngawang Kesang had on his good-looking
school uniform, and I was dressed as respectably as I could. The first per-
son we spoke to was a Russian woman who told us, in broken Chinese,
to wait. After a few minutes, we spoke with someone who knew enough
Chinese to understand what we wanted. “Come tomorrow,” he said,
“and then there will be someone to talk with you.”

We came back the next day and met Fei Delin, a sinologist who spoke
excellent Chinese and was the First Secretary of the Soviet Embassy. We
told him we had started our own Tibetan Communist Party organization
and that I had been expelled from school for trying to fight oppression
and for having communist books and literature. We said that ultimately
we wanted to go back to Kham and Tibet to start a socialist revolution
and hoped that the Soviet Union would be willing to support our efforts.
We also said that first we would like to go to Moscow to study and train.
Fei Delin listened politely and was very encouraging. But he said that it
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would take time before he could let us know anything. Decisions about
such matters would have to be made in Moscow, he said, and he would
first have to send them a report. We should come back in a month or so
and then he might have some news.

Three or four weeks passed, and we heard nothing. Ngawang Kesang
had to be out of town on business, so I decided to go back to the embassy
by myself. Fei talked to me again and once more was very kind and sup-
portive, although he said that they hadn’t heard anything from Moscow
yet. “We don’t know much about your situation,” he said. “So why don’t
you write a brief report about the things you have been telling me, about
your organization, the situation at school, and your thoughts about
Tibet?”

I thought that was a good idea. Besides the things I had already told
him about the school, our group, and being expelled, I wrote about the
situation in Kham and our hopes of setting up a guerrilla base there after
going to Moscow to get some training. I said we had studied guerrilla
warfare from books and thought the tactics we had learned would be
perfect for use in Kham and Tibet.

I found out later that one of the things going on while we were wait-
ing was that Fei was doing a background check to see if we were who we
said we were and if our story checked out. He must have been satisfied,
because he continued to be very interested in me. We met several more
times, and at these meetings we discussed in more detail most of the
things I'd written about.

One day he asked me how I was managing financially. When I told
him I was living with relatives who were giving me a little spending
money, he smiled and said that the embassy would be glad to help me—
and then he gave me one hundred yuan, and said he would do the same
each month. I was startled by his generosity, since at that time one could
eat for a month for only fourteen or fifteen yuan. When I went home to
my uncle’s, I was so excited about the money Fei had given me that with-
out thinking I proudly told my uncle that I wouldn’t need their help
anymore (although I didn’t tell them where the money had come from).
My uncle looked a bit worried instead of happy, and I know he suspected
that I was getting it from the Chinese Communist Party or from the So-
viet Union. It could have caused real trouble for him with the GMD if
they found out, but he never said anything about it to me directly.

With my new wealth, I bought more books than I had ever had be-
fore, and I began to study hard. My aunt and uncle ate dinner between
six and seven in the evening, after which they played mahjong for a cou-
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ple of hours with friends before going to bed. While they were playing
mahjong, I went to sleep, and then around one or two o’clock in the
morning, [ got up and began to study. There was no electricity in those
days, so I had to use candles. Eventually I made myself an oil lamp, but
because I studied so close to the flame, the oily smoke used to make my
nose black until I figured out a way to make a little chimney that would
carry the smoke out the window but still allow me to get close enough
to read. My aunt and uncle knew that I was getting up and studying, and
they were very happy with me. I had come into some money, but I
wasn’t spending it foolishly in the bazaar. I lived the same kind of life I
had been living before and was obviously studying hard.

Ngawang Kesang wasn’t around much in those days. He had started
working for Kesang Tsering and was off on trading trips for him, so I
was left to wait for Moscow to respond to our request. I waited, at first
expectantly and then patiently, but nothing happened. Weeks turned
into months and there was no word from the embassy. So although the
Chinese Communist Party was still weak after the Long March and the
GMD was very powerful, I decided to try to make contact with the Chi-
nese Communists and seek their assistance as well.

I knew a Chinese student named Liu Rensheng who had graduated
from my school and was working for the well-known Chinese revolu-
tionary writer and publisher Zhu Taofen. One day he told me that Zhou
Enlai was going to give a lecture and invited me to come. Zhou talked
for nearly three hours in a speech entitled “The War with Japan and In-
ternational Circumstances.” When he finished, the crowd cheered and
sang songs about fighting against the Japanese and saving our nation.

I couldn’t take my eyes off Zhou. To this day I still see him clearly and
remember exactly what he was wearing. [ wanted to shake his hand and
tell him who I was and about my plans for Kham and Tibet, but the
crowd pressed around him, and there was no way to get to him.

Afterward I told Liu that I needed to meet Zhou and asked if there
was any way that it could be arranged. Liu thought for a while and then
suggested that I write to Zhu Taofen and ask him to help set up a meet-
ing. He and a friend of his helped me draft a letter in which I introduced
myself and told him about the organization I had started and about my
wish to go to Yan’an to meet Mao Zedong and study there. Of course, 1
explained that we later hoped to begin revolutionary guerrilla activities
in Kham.

I didn’t see Zhu in person, but I met his secretary, who was very help-
ful and seemed genuinely interested in my story. He told me that it was
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extremely dangerous to try to go to Yan’an at that time. “If ten people
try to go to there,” he said, “the GMD will catch them all. If a hundred
people go, maybe two or three will get through.” I told him I was not
afraid. I still wanted to try. But, I added, before I went, I really wanted
to meet Zhou Enlai.

He looked at me closely then. “How many of your people are going
to go to Yan’an with you?” he asked.

I told him, “One. My friend Sherap.” (Sherap wasn’t politically so-
phisticated, but he wasn’t afraid of anything. I thought he would be a
good companion since Ngawang was now working as a trader.)

Then the secretary said, “We have been in contact with Zhou. He is
at the office of our 8th Route Army in Chongging.” This was the bureau
office of the Chinese Communist Party’s army that was fighting against
the Japanese in alliance with the GMD. He gave us directions to the of-
fice and told us to be careful because there were GMD spies in the area.

Sherap and I went the next day and sat for quite a while in a teahouse
across the street, watching the entrance closely. When we were sure no
one was watching us, we went in and were met by a young man who
asked us who we were and what we wanted. We told him briefly, and be-
fore too long an officer named Ye Jianying came down from the second
floor. Ye said that Zhou was writing an urgent document and that we
couldn’t see him just then. He added that he had come down to talk with
us on Zhou’s behalf and asked us to tell him our story.

In explaining our history and what we wanted, I didn’t talk candidly
about our hopes of getting to Moscow. I emphasized only the part about
wanting to get to Yan'an. He seemed impressed, and when I finished he
said, “It is good that young people like you two have such thoughts. I
never imagined [ would hear such things from Tibetans. However, it is
quite difficult to get to Yan’an nowadays. Still, we will do everything we
can to help you. But for today, I think it is best if you leave. We will meet
again soon.”

As we were leaving, he told us a better way to get into the headquar-
ters the next time we came. We were very pleased with the way the meet-
ing went and hopeful that something positive would develop from it.

Sherap and I went to the 8th Route Army office several more times
and talked to Ye Jianying and sometimes others. On one visit, Ye sug-
gested a plan: “We will try everything we can to help you,” he said, “but
it is very hard to go to Yan’an at this time. Therefore, we think you
should go first to Xi’an, where we have an office and people who may
be able to advise you. There won’t be any problem getting there. You can
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get a ride on an army truck. The problem will be in getting to Yan’an.
You will be on your own then; we can’t help you after Xi’an. If you can’t
get to Yan’an, then we think you should go to Qinghai [Amdo] and start
revolutionary organizing there. Later, when the situation loosens up, we
can make contact and find a way to get you to Yan’an.”

He looked at us and smiled. “When I was very young,” he said, “I
kept the revolutionary ideology in mind and stood on my own. Now it
is time for you to do the same.”

Sherap and I were excited and full of enthusiasm. We raised our hands
and swore that we would be comrades for life and that we would never
stop trying to achieve our revolutionary goals. We also decided that we
had done enough waiting and resolved to try to get to Xi’an as soon as
possible. Ye gave us each 4 50 yuan, an enormous sum of money for trav-
eling, and soon we were on our way.

It was harder than we thought it was going to be. The first part of the
journey went smoothly enough, but as we neared Xi’an, we reached a
GMD checkpoint and were pulled over.

“Who are you?” a policeman asked.

“We are cousins on school vacation now and we are going to Xi’an
and Xining to visit relatives.”

It might have worked if we’d both had school uniforms, but of course
I didn’t have one, and the police noticed the difference right away.

“If you are both coming from school, where is your uniform?” they
asked, looking sternly at me. I tried to tell them that I had simply decided
not to wear my uniform, but the policeman got suspicious and said that
Sherap could go on ahead if he wanted but I could not.

At that point we didn’t know what to do. I finally told Sherap that he
should go ahead. When he got to Xi’an, he could send his school uniform
back and I would follow as soon as I could. And so I turned around and
went back to Chonggqing to wait for the uniform to arrive. But it was
Sherap who returned instead. He told me that he had asked around in
Xi’an, but from what he had heard it seemed impossible for us to get to
Yan’an from there. It was very disappointing.

After I returned to Chonggqing, I began meeting again with Fei Delin
at the Soviet Embassy. During this time, I lived frugally so I could have
more money for buying books. (When I went to a restaurant, I would eat
simply, having only one dish and one or two steamed dumplings. [
bought almost no clothes—only one shirt, which was sturdy because it
was made from parachute-silk thread.) I shipped the books I bought to
Tartsedo, where Ngawang Kesang was managing a store. I bribed one of
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the drivers of a military truck to take them to Chengdu, where | had a
relative who reshipped them to Tartsedo. My plan was to have them
ready for use when we began to expand our party’s activities into Kham.

In my talks with Fet, I was careful not to mention my dealings with
Ye Jianying, the Chinese Communist Party, or our attempt to go to
Yan’an. Instead I continued to tell him that [ wanted to go to Moscow
and with Soviet assistance begin guerrilla operations in Kham and
Tibet. I also kept in touch with the members of our organization who
were still in the school, and some important things happened during that
time. One was that our group wrote a letter denouncing Liu Wenhui for
oppressing the people of Kham. Another was a radicalization of my
thinking.

Kesang Tsering had formed an association of about twenty men from
the Batang region who were living in Chongqing. They met for dinner,
and after eating discussed political issues freely. One evening, Kesang
Tsering invited me to join them. When the discussion began, there was
a lot of complaining about Liu Wenhui’s behavior in Kham, and much
anger expressed at specific atrocities committed by the soldiers of his
24th Route Army. I listened for a while and then took a different tack
because my ideas were changing.

I argued that this was too narrow a way to look at the situation in
Kham. The enemy wasn’t just Liu and his 24th Route Army, I said, the
enemy was the GMD, whose orders the 24th Route Army followed! It
was the Nationalist government of Chiang Kaishek that was oppressing
us, and it was foolish not to see it as such!

I said I believed that Tibetans needed their own country, not just au-
tonomy under China. An independent Tibet could be linked to the USSR
and eventually perhaps to a communist China through the Communist
International, but I thought that now we had to learn to think beyond
our immediate and local problems in Batang and Kham. The people at
the meeting were taken aback by my ideas because they were so differ-
ent from what they were used to hearing, and so much more dangerous.

Then one day, I got a message from Fei Delin saying he wanted to talk
to me. I immediately went to the Soviet Embassy, and I was not disap-
pointed. After all this time, he said, he thought there might be a way I
could get to Moscow by going through Xinjiang Province. He was very
friendly, he seemed genuinely happy for me, and before I left he invited
me for dinner at his house, which was outside the embassy compound.

When I arrived that evening, he smiled and said, “Sit down. I'm going
to give you something special, something from the Black Sea that is eaten
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by the English kings and queens.” It was the first time I had ever seen
caviar.

He was in a cordial mood, and after dinner he got out some records
and played them on his phonograph. One was the “Internationale.” He
asked me if I knew the song, and when I said I did, he said, “Why don’t
you sing it?” He was pleased that I knew the words and was able to sing
it, and when I told him that the members of my association and I had
translated the “Internationale” into Tibetan, he beamed, shook my
hand, and called me “comrade.” My hopes soared and I thought I would
soon be in Moscow.

Unfortunately it didn’t happen. Germany’s invasion of the USSR on
June 22, 1941, made any thought of travel there impossible. Fei and I
then discussed what I might do next, and I told him that I thought the
best thing for me would be to go back to Kham and begin the process of
starting a revolutionary communist party there.

I also said that perhaps I would go to Tibet proper to start organizing
there and that when that time came, I hoped that he and his country
would support our guerrilla activities. I honestly didn’t think the war
with Germany would last very long, and I also believed that once I was
in Tibet I could go to India, from where it might be possible for me to
get to the USSR. Fei agreed and even gave me a secret code that he said
I could use to contact him if I was able to get to the Soviet border. (When
I made contact with the Red Army, I was to say to them, “I am a person
from the Himalayas.”) Fei was a good friend to me during these months,
and when we parted, he gave me a great deal of money—about one thou-
sand yuan, two hundred to three hundred U.S. dollars, and a similar
amount in English pounds.

Once I made up my mind to go back to Kham, I acted quickly. Of
course, I didn’t tell my uncle about my revolutionary plans or my meet-
ings with Fei. What I did tell him was that I was worried about staying
in the Chongqing area because of the war and the Japanese bombings
and would feel safer if I could go back to the Kham area, much closer to
my home. My uncle, as always, was encouraging and helpful. My aunt
was one of the people in charge of a new school built by the Education
Ministry of the Nationalist government that was just opening in Derge,
an important Tibetan principality in Kham, so it wasn’t difficult for her
to get me a position there teaching Chinese language and music. And so,
at the end of 1941, I left Chongqing and headed west back to Kham—
to teach school and begin a revolution.

As I was getting ready to leave, I learned that Kesang Tsering had
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died. Not many months after 1 had attended his dinner, he suddenly
began spitting up blood, and before anything could be done to save him,
he was gone. He was only forty-two. In the time before he died, he had
begun to take me seriously as an adult, and we had had several long talks
about politics. I remember him telling me, for instance, that he had
changed some of his opinions since the early days and that he no longer
had any animosity toward the Communist Party. But we still differed in
our thinking. Like most of the people from Batang, Kesang was mainly
interested in specific things happening in that region. He continued to see
Kham and Batang as part of China, whereas it was clear to me that we
had to think about larger questions concerning all Tibetans as a group,
as a nationality. But it was sad to learn he had died at such a young age.
I could still—I will always—remember Kesang Tsering, young, hand-
some, with fire in his eyes as he discharged his pistol in the air just after
he had successfully driven the local Chinese army out of our town. Even
as my thoughts returned to that childhood image, I realized that the road
I was embarking on would be different and more complex. But I was
eager to get started.



CHAPTER §

Returning to Kham

It was early 1942 and I was twenty years old and full of optimism. The
idea that our revolutionary work in Kham was about to begin was ex-
hilarating, although I knew I had to be very careful. The first big deci-
sion [ had to make was whether I should risk trying to take communist
books and pamphlets with me to Derge. Chiang Kaishek’s soldiers were
on the lookout for communist agents and had set up checkpoints every-
where. I had heard stories about how people had been captured and ex-
ecuted for communist activities. In one case, I heard that a man was
killed because he was caught with a copy of A Dream of Red Mansions,
a classical novel that the soldiers mistakenly took for a communist book.

I decided to take the risk since I thought I needed these to make con-
verts, but I took precautions. Since I was going in a truck convoy with
my uncle’s family and some officials from the Education Ministry, I
packed the books in two boxes sealed with tape from the ministry and
hid these under the many boxes containing the ministry’s teaching sup-
plies. When we were stopped, the soldiers never noticed them.

On the way to Derge, I stopped at Tartsedo and stayed long enough
to launch our first revolutionary organization in Kham. We called it the
Spark Association [tib. me stag tshogs pa; ch. xing huo she], based on
Mao Zedong’s famous comment that a single spark could set a whole
prairie on fire. The original members were Ngawang Kesang (who was
working in Tartsedo), myself, and two other Khampas from Batang,
Topden and Dramdul.

50
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Dramdul had served as a translator for the Red Army when it
marched through Kham in 193 § but had left them to return home when
they passed beyond the ethnic Tibetan zone. On his way home, however,
he stopped in Chengdu, where he was seized and conscripted into the
Nationalist army. I met him in Chongging some years later, after he had
been wounded in battle and discharged. We hit it off right away, and
when I talked with him about my ideas for change and revolution in
Tibet, he was very receptive. I sent him with a load of books to Chengdu,
where he met and recruited Topden, who was working as a tailor at the
time. I also contacted my former classmates (and party members) Kun-
cho Tashi and Sherap, who were in Labrang (in Gansu Province), and
made arrangements to link our operation with them. Then I moved on
to Derge with Dramdul and Topden, leaving Ngawang Kesang in charge
in Tartsedo.

We planned to make Derge the hub of our new organization. It was
one of the major centers of Tibetan culture and religion in Kham, as well
as the home of a famous traditional Tibetan publishing house. Although
nominally under the Chinese Nationalist government, Derge was ruled
by its traditional Tibetan king and his government. The Chinese-
appointed governor and small garrison that were located there did not
normally interfere in local affairs, although the Chinese government’s
plan was to gradually expand their real power. The new school where I
was going to teach was one step in that direction.

The school had been built and financed by the Education Ministry of
the Chinese government and was scheduled to have about one hundred
students who were to be selected through a tax system that required fam-
ilies to send one child to school. The students brought their own food,
but the buildings, teachers’ salaries, and other materials were paid for by
the Chinese government. The younger students were about nine or ten
years of age, the older ones twenty-five or so. As in Batang, students were
taught both Tibetan and Chinese, but the Derge schools emphasized tra-
ditional Tibetan language and culture much more than those in Batang.
I worked hard at being a good teacher, and not long after I started I was
able to secure a position for Topden.

Having achieved this secure foothold, we were quickly able to turn
to revolutionary work. How best to use our time and where we should
direct our efforts were the questions that initially concerned us most.
We all agreed that although we were Khampas, we had spent a good
part of our lives in inland China and were too out of touch with the cur-
rent political situation in our homeland to construct a detailed and pre-
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cise plan for guerrilla operations. Therefore we decided to study the
local society more fully: what were the realities of the current economic
situation? How did people live, make money? What did they want?
Need? What were they willing to fight for? And who were the local of-
ficials and elite?

At the same time, we began to seek out prospective members. To do
so, however, we had to make some theoretical compromises, because al-
though in theory communism was a movement of the “masses,” we
knew that it would be difficult—maybe even impossible—to “educate
the Tibetan masses” in the way we had read about in Lenin’s and Mao’s
writings. Tibet’s peasants were conservative and heavily influenced by re-
ligion. They were not educated in the modern sense and would not be
easy to recruit. In fact, we were afraid that if we tried to convert them,
they might even turn us in, so we did not work with them at all.

Instead, we made our target population the youth of Kham, starting
with the students in our school. They were to be the core of our com-
munist party and guerrilla force. We worked cautiously, much like my
teacher Wang had done with me, giving students whose thinking seemed
progressive carefully selected materials to read and discuss.

We did not reveal our strong communist beliefs at first. I had learned
my lesson earlier in Chongging when one of my uncle’s neighbors who
worked in the Investigations Division of the Mongolian and Tibetan Af-
fairs Commission found out I was reading communist newspapers. I
don’t know how he knew what I was doing, but one day he walked right
into my uncle’s house, took me aside, and told me to show him the news-
papers. | was so surprised that I couldn’t deny anything. He looked them
over, read a few of them, said, “Thank you,” and walked out without
another word.

I was terrified and got a friend to help me get all the papers and mag-
azines out of my uncle’s house, and then I waited. Nothing happened,
however, and I learned later that he had told some friends of my uncle’s
about it, saying only, “He is a young Tibetan, and he made a mistake. |
just warned him this time.” I never forgot that I had been too careless,
and it made me especially conscious of the need for caution now.

Although we tried to keep a low profile, occasionally I let my true sen-
timents show, as I did one day when I came upon the monastery head
[tib. dgon dpon] sitting at the side of the road watching a monk whip-
ping a young girl. When I asked him why they were beating her, he said
it was because she had made beer for the monks.

The Derge monks were different from monks elsewhere in Tibet be-
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cause they drank beer. Every monk kept a pot filled with beer under his
bed. Recently, the head of the monastery had tried to clean up this un-
Buddhist practice by forbidding the beer-makers in Derge to sell beer to
monks. Therefore, when they caught the girl selling beer, they decided
to make an example of her. By the time I got there, they had ripped her
dress from neck to waist and had begun to beat her. She was screaming
and crying, and a crowd was forming. It made me angry because it was
a perfect example of the hypocrisy and oppression the elite practiced
against the ordinary people. Without even thinking about it, I grabbed
the monk doing the whipping by the arm and yanked his whip away.

“What do you think you are doing?” he yelled.

I replied, “You people are acting unreasonably. Why victimize this
poor girl who is just trying to make a living? Everyone knows that the
monks in the Derge monastery drink beer. Why don’t you punish them
instead?”

More and more people started watching us. I could see they were
shocked by my criticisms of the monks, but I wouldn’t back down. Fi-
nally the monks left and I threw the whip away. People later said I was
the only one who had ever stopped the monks from inflicting punish-
ment and that I had humiliated the monastery head. Perhaps that was
true, but I simply could not stand by and allow a simple Tibetan girl to
suffer like this at the hands of these hypocritical monks. It was exactly
that kind of behavior I had pledged my life to change.

As time passed, [ began to develop a relationship with some of the
more progressive members of the Derge aristocracy, since in the short
run [ felt they could be of the greatest assistance to our group. We had
no illusions. We understood that while they might support throwing off
the Chinese rule of the warlord Liu Wenhui, it wasn’t likely that many
of them would want to change the way society was organized. They had
too great a stake in things the way they were. Still, they were more edu-
cated than the masses, and we felt we could talk to some of them about
our ideas.

I began by developing a relationship with Chagé Tomden, one of the
most famous aristocrats in Derge. He was a member of one of the
wealthiest and most powerful families and a top minister in the Derge
government. He had the ability to call up at a moment’s notice an armed
militia of hundreds, and he also had connections with the Chinese Com-
munists that went back to 193§, when the Red Army marched through
Kham. Chago had initially fought against them but was defeated and
taken prisoner. However, instead of killing or abusing him, the Red
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Army treated him well, and he was grateful, adopting a soldier’s chil-
dren, who could not be taken further on the Long March.

Chago and I met many times, and he became a good friend. I spoke
with him often about my views on nationality issues and especially the
need for Tibetan self-rule. I made the case that the current situation was
unstable. There were really two power centers in Derge, I said, the offi-
cial county government, which was backed by the GMD, and the Derge
royal family, which headed the traditional government. At present, the
Chinese (county) government wasn’t strong and didn’t interfere much in
Derge affairs because other problems were occupying the GMD and Liu
Wenhui. But, I said, appearances were deceiving, and the GMD would
one day be able to turn its full attention here. When they did, I said, the
power and scope of the Chinese county government would increase dra-
matically, and the Derge royal family’s would decrease.

“If you wait until that occurs,” I said, “it will be too late to do any-
thing about it. The time to eliminate this threat is now, and the way to
do it is to get rid of the Chinese county government and replace it with
Tibetans.”

“To do this,” I continued, “you have to think beyond individual
areas, like Derge or Batang. We need to model ourselves on Tibet proper,
where there was a central government headed by the Dalai Lama. To be
strong and secure self-rule, we have to establish a unified Tibetan gov-
ernment in the territory east of the Drichu River—a unified Kham.”
Chago Tomden was smart, and he was receptive to this part of my think-
ing, but he disagreed strongly with my ideas about going further and cre-
ating a single greater Tibet that would comprise all Tibetans.

I believed strongly that we Khampas were members of the same eth-
nic group as the Tibetans west of the Drichu in Tibet proper, and that
ultimately we should fight to create a greater Tibetan polity that included
us all. At first, Chago was just like Kesang Tsering. He liked to talk about
us being Khampas, not Tibetans, or pépa as we called them. He saw the
two as different nationalities, or ethnic groups.

We argued a lot about this because I felt we Tibetans had to broaden
our thinking. Tibetans were Tibetans, I argued, whether they lived in
Central Tibet, Amdo, or Kham. It was wrong to see Kham as different
and separate from Tibet or to think about freedom for Kham alone.
Kham was part of a single, unitary Tibetan nationality, and we had to
work for all Tibetans. I used Stalin’s definition of a nationality (without
using his name) as a group with a common language, culture, customs,
and territory. So even though there were many different dialects in the
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various regions of ethnic Tibet and slightly different local customs, there
was clearly a common culture and language that made us all Tibetans.

Chago was not easy to convince. He hated the Lhasa soldiers and aris-
tocrats because he felt they had oppressed the Khampa people when they
ruled there earlier in the century. I remember him looking at me and
smiling. “Phunwang,” he said, “you know a lot about political theory,
but you don’t know much about Tibetan aristocrats. When the Tibetan
government’s soldiers came to Derge, the officers exacted heavy taxes
from the people. They whipped anyone who couldn’t pay, and a lot of
people said that they were worse than the Chinese. The Chinese acted as
our lords, but they didn’t steal things from the people.” He gave me
many examples of the oppression of the Tibetan government soldiers
and officials. One, I recall, was especially shocking: a Tibetan official
found someone whose mount had good horseshoes, and he pulled out
the nails and took the horseshoes for himself.

I countered by arguing that although there were problems with the
laws of the Tibetan government and their past behavior in Kham, these
were problems within our nationality. Despite this, I said, only if we are
unified would we be able effectively to depose Liu Wenhui and form a
strong political entity that could hold its own against all outsiders. 1
wrote a song at this time that spoke of this: “Don’t differentiate between
the regions U-Tsang [Central Tibet] and Do-Kham [Amdo and
Kham] / We are all brothers of one nationality / We must be united as
one / We should advance with loyalty toward our nationality.”! It was a
good song, but people like Chago had a hard time understanding the im-
portance of the idea of pan-Tibetan nationality.

The idea of a unified greater Tibet aside, Chago had doubts about try-
ing to dislodge the Chinese. While he agreed in general with my argu-
ments on Khampa self-rule, he and his family had a lot to lose by trying
to expel the Nationalist troops and officials. He worried that if anything
were done to remove the Chinese county government, more Chinese
were sure to come into Kham, and what would he do then?

His response was a good example of some of the problems we faced
here and elsewhere. The people of Kham had lived for generations in
their remote valleys, more or less completely cut off from the rest of the
world. They didn’t know anything about what was happening in the
world at large and thought things would be as they had always been. 1

t. Tib. dbus gtsang mdo khams ma phye, mi rigs gcig gi spun zla, nga tsho rdog rtsa
geig sgril, rang rigs la rgya 'tsho dgos— Goldstein, Sherap, and Siebenschuh
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tried to explain that the GMD government of China was not unified or
strong, and that the war against the Japanese was almost more than the
Chinese government could handle. I told him that in Sichuan Province
there were warlords who hated one another and whose wars among
themselves made the whole region unstable. And then, I said, there was
another factor. It was the Communist Party, which was growing in
strength and importance and challenging the GMD. I was trying to get
him to see that now might be a perfect time for Tibetans to take control
of their homeland because China was weak and absorbed elsewhere.

We had many conversations like this. It was a strange, exciting, and
dangerous time because I was leading a kind of double life. During the
day, I taught at my school. Outside school, our organization continued
to meet in secret. We would get together to make decisions about what
our next moves and strategy should be, and then go back to our homes
and workplaces to try to carry out our plans. We did everything by word
of mouth because we were afraid that written documents might be dis-
covered and used against us. Mostly what we did at this stage was just
talk to people, find out what they were thinking, and try very carefully
to educate them about what was going on in the world outside their own
mountains and valleys.

For a while I felt we were making real progress, but soon my luck
began to change. I was, of course, always in communication with
Ngawang Kesang in Tartsedo, and one day I got an urgent message from
him saying that I should be extremely careful now.

A Tibetan named Kesang Namgye, who worked in the GMD Party of-
fice in Tartsedo, had become suspicious of me. Some time earlier, when
I had sent books to Tartsedo, he had confiscated a shipment. There was
no identification on the package, so he didn’t know who had sent it, but
he suspected I was involved, so after [ went to Derge, the GMD Party of-
fice in Tartsedo began to pay attention to me. Later I learned that they
found out that I had been expelled from my school for being a commu-
nist. It was when Ngawang Kesang discovered they knew about this that
he wrote to warn me that I might be in danger.

I was extremely upset when I heard this news. The GMD Party offi-
cials had their eye on me now, and nothing good was going to come of
that. I had been in Derge for only four or five months. I had planned on
staying for some time and using it as my base of operations. Now I had
to rethink my plans, and even as I was going about my day-to-day ac-
tivities as if nothing had happened, in the back of my mind I was work-
ing out plans for escape if it became necessary.
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My escape plan was to go west across the Drichu River into Tibet
proper. It was not an easy thing to do in those days because the Drichu
was the border between Tibet and China, and only Tibetan traders could
cross with ease. Everyone else was watched very closely. I had heard of
cases where the Tibetan government’s checkpoint guards turned back
Chinese traders who had tried to disguise themselves as Tibetans. So it
was likely that I would not able to cross the river, because I looked Chi-
nese due to my short haircut and manner. However, I had taken steps to
cover this eventuality while still in Chongqing.

Just before I left Chonggqing, I visited the Dalai Lama’s Bureau Office
there. I told them that since I had to leave school, I was planning to go
back to Kham and that I might eventually want to go to Tibet on a pil-
grimage, and I asked them for their help. They seemed quite willing and
said that there wouldn’t be any problem. They must have been impressed
by the things I did that got me expelled from school, because they said I
was a good person who cared about Tibetans, and they gave me a letter
of introduction to the governor-general in Chamdo, sealing it with their
bureau seal. I still had that letter, and I hoped it would get me into Tibet
if things continued to deteriorate in Derge.

Actually, I was suspicious about what their letter really said, so I se-
cretly opened it, using heat to soften the wax seal. It turned out the let-
ter was fine; it said I was a good youth who had strong loyalty to the Ti-
betan nationality. It went on to say that the Chinese government had
falsely accused and expelled me from school. “But he is a good person,”
it concluded, “so if he later goes to Lhasa on pilgrimage, do not stop him
anywhere on the road.”

As it turned out, eventually I did need that letter. The GMD Party of-
fice in Tartsedo did not accuse me publicly of being a communist, but they
began spreading rumors about me throughout the whole of Kham. This
called more attention to me and made my work increasingly difficult—
and finally, I felt, impossible. At the end of about six months, I decided
that I couldn’t stay there any longer, and so I began to plan my escape.

It wasn’t a moment too soon.

Two things happened in the next few weeks. The first was that some
Tibetan government soldiers dressed in civilian clothing came riding into
Derge from across the Drichu. They said they were just there to do some
shopping, but in fact it was pretty clear that they were spying on the Na-
tionalist Chinese army in the area.

I found out where the soldiers were staying and invited them to visit
me in my home. I served them beer and casually asked them what they
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were doing here. They said they were only trading, but I knew it was
more than that, so during our conversation I told them about the num-
ber of Chinese troops in Ganze, Batang, Tartsedo, and so on. (They al-
ready knew this but seemed pleased that I was willing to pass this infor-
mation on.) Then I casually asked them whether the Tibetan border
guards would let a Tibetan pass if he had a letter of introduction from
the Chongqing Bureau office. When the soldiers said yes, I asked them
to pass a message to the officer at the Gamtok ferry crossing telling him
that I had a friend who was traveling to Tibet with a letter from the Ti-
betan government and probably would be reaching the border soon.
They agreed, and some time later, when they again visited Derge, I met
them and asked if they had passed on the message. They assured me there
would be no problem, so I started to make detailed preparations for the
escape trip.

Not long after this, Chinese soldiers came riding into Derge. I imme-
diately got suspicious. There was normally only a small force (about
thirty soldiers) garrisoned here. Suddenly a company with more than a
hundred troops showed up under a commander named Li, who quickly
invited me to a banquet—in my honor! That was when I really feared I
was in trouble.

One of the most traditional ways of getting rid of an enemy in China
and Kham was to invite them to a banquet or special celebration and,
when they came, to kill them or take them prisoner. I knew that Li must
have heard all about me before coming here. (Why else would he invite
me to dine with him? We didn’t know each other.) I didn’t know quite
what to do. I finally decided that the only way was to pretend nothing
was wrong and act as if [ were delighted by the invitation.

On the night of the banquet, my heart was beating fast. Nothing hap-
pened at first. While we were eating, he was very cordial. (I think now
that Li just wanted to feel me out. And I also think he was playing with
me. I'm sure he knew what was going through my mind. Maybe it
amused him to play this little game of false courtesy.) We talked about a
number of subjects, and as the evening wore on and nothing happened
to me, I grew bolder and decided to test him.

[ told him I liked to hunt and asked him if he would lend me a rifle,
because there were rabbits in the area and I wanted to do some rabbit
hunting. It was a game, and we both knew it. It was also a test. Would
he trust me with a rifle? Li smiled and said he would be happy to lend
me a gun, which he did on the spot. I admired the weapon, thanked him,
and after a couple of days I returned it to him, making a big point of deal-
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ing with him in good faith. We sometimes talked at length, and he asked
me about my history and family. It was all very friendly, but I had no il-
lusions about where it was headed eventually. Within days, my friend
Dramdul told me how Li planned to arrest me.

Dramdul’s father worked for the post office in Baiyii, a town located
between Derge and Batang. He told me that Li was hesitant to make a
big scene by arresting me in a large town like Derge, where even after a
short time I had made a lot of friends. He didn’t want to make a martyr
of me or anyone else suspected of being a communist. I knew now that
he was looking for a chance to take me when I was alone, and I decided
to use the knowledge to my advantage.

The next time I talked with Li, I told him that it had been seven or
eight years since I had been able to go back to Batang and see my fam-
ily. I would be grateful, I said, if he would give me a permit so I could
visit them. He agreed, and I knew exactly what he was thinking. I had to
pass through Baiyii on the way to Batang, and that would be the perfect
place for them to take me. I went to the Derge royal government, told
them of my plans to go to Baiyii and then Batang, and asked them for
three corvée horses. (I knew the word would get around about this and
that it would help convince Li I was telling the truth.) I also told Dram-
dul to get a message to his father saying that I would be passing though
Baiyii on my way to Batang and would like to spend the night with him
if I might. I thought that Li would probably be confident he had me then.

Early in the morning a few days later, Topden and I left Derge with a
villager the Derge government had sent to handle the corvée transport
animals. Ngawang Kesang stayed behind in Tartsedo and Dramdul in
Derge to continue our work. When Topden and I arrived at the Gamtok
ferry site on the Drichu River, we stopped and told the herder looking
after the animals that we wanted to eat there. It was a bit early, and he
seemed surprised.

“Why do you want to eat here?” he asked suspiciously.

I said we liked the scenery and asked if there was a problem. “No,”
he grumbled and went to prepare the fire for us. When we were alone, |
shouted across the river three times. That was the arrangement I had
made in the letter I had previously sent to the Tibetan government’s bor-
der checkpoint.

Everything happened like clockwork. On my signal, a boatman rowed
a skin boat across the river, just as I had planned.

“What's going on here?” the man from Derge wanted to know.
“Aren’t you going to Baiyu?”
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“Yes,” I said. “But as long as we are here, I decided to go across the
river and look at the scenery on the other side.”

The Derge man looked dubious and became even more so when I fi-
nally told him to go back to Derge. But there was nothing he could do,
and the boatman took Topden and me to the other side of the river. Once
safely there, Topden and I headed west into the heart of Tibet—the king-
dom of the Dalai Lama.



CHAPTER 6

To Lhasa

On the Tibetan side of the Drichu, we went to the checkpoint, where I
showed my letter from the Dalai Lama’s office to the Tibetan army offi-
cer in charge. We would not have been allowed to go a step further if he
had not given us permission, but the letter seemed to impress him, and
he told us we could go ahead.

Topden and I had been careful to bring gifts—bricks of tea and
silk—for the various officials we would need to deal with. We gave two
bricks of tea to the officer at the checkpoint, and he seemed pleased. In
return, he served us some tsampa [roasted barley flour], dry meat, and
barley beer, and then surprised me when he mixed the beer in with the
tsampa. (We never do that in Kham, and I had never seen it done be-
fore.) When I told him I would rather have the tsampa with tea, he
smiled, obliged, and simply said that he was happy to welcome us and
had been pleased that I had contacted him and his soldiers ahead of
time. Still smiling, he said we needn’t worry, because he would give the
gift we had just given him to the Tibetan government official in charge
of tax collecting. I said that would not be necessary and that we had
more tea, which we would send to the tax collector ourselves, and I sent
Topden off with it immediately.

That afternoon, Topden and I were relaxing and having our dinner
when we saw the tax collector’s servant coming toward us carrying the
two bricks of tea. I thought that must mean either that he was giving
them back to us out of kindness or that he was a bit shy about accepting
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gifts. When he reached us, however, he held out the bricks accusingly
and said, “The wrapping has been torn. Please give us two new ones.”

We were young and inexperienced in dealing with Tibetan govern-
ment officials and had never before seen anyone act as rudely as this.

“We gave you those bricks of tea as gifts,” I said hotly. “We aren’t sell-
ing them. It’s not merchandise we have accepted money for. If you want
them, take them. If not, leave them here and go on about your business.”
It was a standoff for a few seconds, but finally he turned and left with
the torn bricks of tea. It would not be our last surprise of this kind.

Although the tax collector’s behavior gave me a bad impression of Ti-
betan officials, the officer at the checkpoint had been very kind, and he
continued to help us. On the second day, he sent us four horses and a ser-
vant to assist us on the next leg of our journey, and we set off for Jomda,
the Tibetan regimental headquarters of General Mucha.

Two days of steady travel brought us to Jomda, where, as we passed
the general’s large, two-story house, the servant who had come with us
from the ferry stop quickly told us that we had to dismount and walk
when passing the general’s house. Topden and I looked at each other be-
cause we had never heard of such a custom, but the servant, now nerv-
ous, told us again to dismount; if the general saw us on horseback while
we were this near his house, he would punish us. The idea made no sense,
but as we were unfamiliar with Tibetan government customs, we com-
plied. Again we were very surprised.

Our next surprise occurred when we arrived at our inn. No sooner
had we begun to unload our things than the innkeeper told us we needed
to go see the general right away; otherwise he could be fined. It was get-
ting late and we were tired, so we declined, telling him we would be sure
to see the general early the next day. But the landlord pressed us, saying
we should make a short visit now or at least go and tell the general’s aide
that we would make a formal visit tomorrow. We did the latter, spend-
ing the rest of the night wondering exactly what we were getting our-
selves into.

The next morning, we got up early and presented ourselves at the gen-
eral’s house. We knew he was an aristocrat and a high official of the Ti-
betan government, so we took brick tea and a beautiful silk apron as
gifts. We were met at the door by his aide, who told us to wait. When we
had waited for more than two hours, I began to get angry. (I was,
learned later, just naive. If  had given the aide a gift, we would have been
admitted immediately.) I said to the aide, “I have come from China with
a letter from the Dalai Lama’s office. If I can’t see the general, I am going
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to leave for Chamdo tomorrow.” At this point, he realized he wasn’t
going to get anything from us, so he let us see him.

Though I had heard many stories about the arrogance of Tibetan aris-
tocrats, this was the first time I had ever experienced it. We entered a
room in which the general was sitting on cushions so high they were like
a throne. He was dressed formally in a brocade gown. His hair was
braided into two small, tight knots [called bajo] that stood out like little
horns on the top of his head. Between them sat the small gold box that
all high Tibetan lay officials wore [see figure 4]. His face was pock-
marked and severe, and when he looked down at us, he acted like a king
or high lama. I presented him with a ceremonial scarf and then nervously
looked around for somewhere that Topden and I could sit while we
talked with him. But there were no chairs; there were only a couple of
very thin cushions on the floor. I couldn’t imagine we were supposed to
sit on them, and I didn’t know what to do. Finally the aide caught my
eye and with a steely look motioned toward the cushions, where we fi-
nally sat cross-legged, our heads well below the general’s.

At first he asked a lot of questions about our plans: Where were we
going? What did we intend to do? Then he said, “Since you came from
China, I assume you have brought some porcelain cups.” I said we had
not, since the best Chinese porcelain-producing areas were occupied by
the Japanese. “Really?” he said, and seemed genuinely surprised. He
then asked some questions about the situation in China that began to
make me wonder how cut off from the rest of the world he actually was.
For example, at one point he asked, “Whose position is higher, Chiang
Kaishek’s or Liu Wenhui's?” For a minute I wasn’t sure that he was seri-
ous. But he was, and I quickly told him Chiang’s position was much
higher than Liu’s. I was stunned both by how completely out of touch he
was with what was going on in the world and by the way he was treat-
ing us. He was, of course, wholly unaware of his own ignorance, and
very condescending and patronizing. He made little effort to conceal the
fact that he thought Topden and I were some sort of rude creatures from
the Kham region—yokels who didn’t know how to act. The more we
talked, the more 1 wanted to get some horses from him and get out of
there. But it wasn’t that easy.

“You must have brought some brocade with you,” he said, still
searching, I think, to find something he could get out of us.

“Most Chinese brocade,” I said politely, “is produced in Suzhou and
Hangzhou, and they are also occupied by the Japanese.”

We went on like this for a bit longer, and finally I said that if there was
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nothing else that he wanted to know, I wanted to leave. “Wait a minute,”
he said. “I heard that you have brought a letter from the Dalai Lama’s
office. Show me the letter.”

When [ gave it to him, he saw that it was sealed and said he was
going to open it. I didn’t want the seal broken because I didn’t want any-
thing to cause suspicion later about its legitimacy. So I quickly said,
“You can’t open it. It has the seal of the Dalai Lama’s Bureau Office,
and I have to present it sealed to the governor-general in Chamdo. If
you open it, I will have to tell them how it was opened, and I will not
be responsible.”

It was true that I didn’t want the letter opened. But he had also made
me angry, and I was bluffing. It was tense for a moment or so, and then
he smiled and handed me the letter unopened. Somehow or other I had
earned his respect—how I will never know—but acting entirely on in-
stinct, I pressed what I thought was my moment of advantage. “I am on
my way to Chamdo,” I said, “and I need horses.” He smiled again and
said that would be no problem; we could have what we needed. At that
point, we were dismissed and took our leave.

Much later, after the Chamdo military campaign in 1950, I met the
general once again when he was under detention in Chamdo. “I remem-
ber you,” he said. “We are old friends, let us shake hands.” He seemed
to like me, and when he asked about my health and I told him I had been
having some stomach trouble, he sent me some Tibetan medicine
wrapped in silk and the gift of a fur hat. In the 1950 campaign, his army
had fought bravely against the soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army,
and he had lost a lot of men. He was a courageous officer but not a
thoughtful man. He was a good example of many of the Tibetan officials
[ would have to work among and around if I wanted to achieve my goals.

That afternoon, as Topden and I were having dinner, a maidservant
of the general’s wife came to our room carrying the silk apron we had
given her. She told us the general’s wife thought the apron was very beau-
tiful and wondered if we had any more we could give her.

“If you need one, take it. Take whatever you want,” Topden said an-
grily. ButIintervened and told her that we had only two silk aprons. One
we had given to her mistress and the other we had to give to the gover-
nor-general in Chamdo. The maidservant frowned and left.

The general sent us the horses he promised, and we made the trip to
Chamdo in five or six days without any trouble. As soon as Topden and
I were settled there, I went to see the governor-general, an aristocrat
from the old and famous Yuthok family. He was one of the higher offi-



To Lhasa 65

cials in the Lhasa government. It was a totally different experience from
the meeting with General Mucha.

The aide took me directly to the meeting room, where I looked
around for a throne but couldn’t find one. All the seats were at the same
height, and when I greeted Yuthok and presented him with a scarf, he
greeted me warmly in return and asked me a lot of questions. He wasn’t
interested in whether I had brought porcelain or brocade, and he wasn’t
interested in playing the great man. He was instead very interested in my
background. I trusted him instinctively, and after a short time I felt con-
fident enough to go into detail in my answers. We talked for nearly two
hours, and before we had finished for the day he asked me to come again
the next day.

I was amazed at how easy it was to talk with him. The next day when
I went to see him, he let me sit beside him, on an equal footing, and we
had a long and very pleasant conversation. We were both sitting cross-
legged, and because I wasn’t used to it, after a while I became uncom-
fortable. He could see that something was bothering me and asked me
what was the matter. When I told him and asked permission to stretch
my legs out in front of me for a while, he just laughed and said, “Of
course, go ahead.” After we had talked for over three hours, he offered
me dinner, and after dinner, when I wanted to leave, he asked if I could
stay longer. It was dark by the time [ went home.

Topden and I stayed in Chamdo for a full week, and every day I went
to talk with Yuthok. At first what he wanted to know about was news
from the outside world. I told him as much as I knew about the situation
in China, the conflict between the Guomindang and the Communist
Party—and as much as I could about Germany, Japan, and the Soviet
Union. I also told him what I knew about the current status of the great
world war. He was interested in everything I could remember.

He asked me what I knew about warfare. I said I had never been in
battle but I had read books about it, especially about guerrilla warfare.
I told him about some of the books and the theories of Mao and Zhu De.
Eventually we got around to more specific issues. He asked me what 1
thought about the relative strength of Liu Wenhui and his possible vul-
nerability or intentions.

Basically, what I told him was that Liu Wenhui wasn'’t as strong as he
looked. Although it might look like Chiang Kaishek and Liu Wenhui
were working effectively together, I said they had different motives and
agendas. Chiang was occupied on a number of fronts, and when he
thought about Liu Wenhui at all, he thought about trying to keep Liu
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Figure 4. Yuthok, Tashi Thondrup, Lhasa,
circa 1940s. (Photo courtesy of the Yuthok
family.)

weak. (Liu’s power base was in Kham [Xikang] now, but it was much
poorer than Sichuan, where he had come from, so he was always trying
to find a way to get back there.) I told Yuthok that if he was considering
going to war with Liu, he didn’t have to worry about immediate retalia-
tion from Chiang, and I reminded him about how Kesang Tsering had—
for a while at least—literally driven Liu Wenhui’s troops out of the
Batang region and set up his own government. He was extremely inter-
ested when I told him these things, and I was excited because I realized
now that there were Tibetan aristocratic high officials I could talk to
who would take me seriously and value what I knew and had to say.
Still talking about the possibility of a war with China, I told Yuthok—
and I believed this increasingly strongly—that the way to win a war was
to develop a close relationship with the people. The way to do this, I said,
would be to lighten their taxes and other burdens, thereby establishing
a strong, loyal foundation. I said I didn’t think you could win a war in
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Kham or anywhere else if you tried to do it with an army alone. You had
to have the people with you if possible, but at least not against you.

On one of the evenings we talked, Yuthok asked me to tell him my
thoughts about the future of Tibet. Careful to steer clear of any specific
mention of communism, I told him that I had strong feelings about the
subject. The key to Tibet’s future, I thought, was major reform of her po-
litical system—a change that at the very least would get rid of the abuses
and inequalities of the current system. I also said I felt that we needed to
change how we did things, in fundamental ways.

We needed to modernize, I said. We needed to build roads and facto-
ries and invest in modern machinery and methods of production. I gave
him a lot of examples. When we make bowls by hand, the way we do
now, I said, it takes several days to make one. If we had more modern
methods and facilities, we might make dozens in the same amount of
time. “The world is changing very quickly,” I said with some heat. “I
think if we do not reform ourselves, we will destroy ourselves. We won’t
have to worry about the Chinese or anyone else. We will be our own
worst enemy.”

This was strong stuff, but I was confident I could be candid and direct
with Yuthok. He was not the tax collector or the general; he had been to
India and had a much better sense of what was going on in the world.
He agreed with everything I told him. But it was going to be very diffi-
cult, he said, to change the thinking of the people in power in Lhasa be-
cause their opinions were strongly held and deeply rooted in the old way
of doing things. However, he agreed that something had to be done, that
the old ways of thinking had to be changed somehow.

He asked me to stay in Chamdo. He said that if I wanted, he could
find me a position, and I could help him train his army. “I like your ad-
vice,” he said. “If Liu Wenhui attacks, you could help us defend our-
selves. I think your ideas would work very well.”

I was torn. 1 was gratified by his attitude and faith in me, and for
the example he provided of a high aristocrat who could see Tibet’s sit-
uation as I saw it and was willing to listen to new ideas. If we were to
make any progress, he was the kind of person we would have to de-
pend on. But I didn’t see how I could accomplish much by staying in
Chamdo. My larger purpose was to transform the Tibetan nation by
helping to bring about major changes in the structure of society and
by launching a guerrilla movement in Kham. My plans for securing
support were still forming, and there was much I felt I still needed to
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learn. But I was certain I had to go on to Lhasa and try to influence
the leaders of the Tibetan government, because if things were going to
change, it would have to begin there. Yuthok, however, had been so
kind that I couldn’t bring myself to turn him down outright. So after
“thinking” about it for a day or so, I finally thanked him for his kind
offer but told him that I really wanted to see Lhasa before I did any-
thing else.

I think he could see that my enthusiasm was genuine and respected
it. “All right,” he said. “You should go to Lhasa.” He paused, thought
for a moment, and then said, “When you arrive, you should meet with
some of the ministers of the Kashag [Council of Ministers]. Most of
them know very little about what is going on in the world. If you can
tell some of them the kinds of things you have been telling me, it might
open their eyes. The one you will want to talk with first is Surkhang. He
is young and educated and only recently appointed. I think he will be
very interested in what you have to say. If you have any trouble meet-
ing him—or any other kind of difficulties—please look up my wife, who
lives in Lhasa. She will be glad to help you.” (His wife, it turned out,
was Surkhang’s sister.)

I was grateful to Yuthok for not insisting that I stay and for doing
everything he could to help Topden and me, including supplying horses
and corvée labor for the trip to Lhasa. The journey took about eighteen
days, and it gave me a chance to think about all the things that had been
happening and consider what they might mean for our cause.

One of the things I had been noticing was the situation of the villagers
and farmers on the Tibetan side of the river. We saw a lot of very poor
people and even some abandoned houses and fields. Because I had spent
so much time in China, I had not been aware of how much poverty there
was in Tibet. I was also struck by the way the aristocrats, the local offi-
cials, and the soldiers lorded it over the local people and oppressed them.
In some places, the people had to treat even the lowest government offi-
cials as if they were little kings.

The political situation was also more complex than I had thought.
Having been on both sides of the Drichu now, I could see that each area
was very different. Even though the Chinese were in control east of the
Drichu, they weren’t a constant presence in each village. They sent sig-
nificant numbers of troops only to areas where some kind of uprising oc-
curred. Otherwise the troops stayed mainly in the garrison towns, like
Tartsedo and Batang. Moreover, the Chinese military and political offi-
cials were paid by the government and didn’t depend on collecting their



To Lhasa 69

salaries from the towns and provinces they occupied. Thus they weren’t
an immediate and oppressive presence in people’s lives.

On the Tibetan side, it was different. The whole area was under the
authority of the Tibetan government in Lhasa, but there were also local
religious and lay lords who had enormous power. The people in the
towns and villages, therefore, had two authorities to deal with, the na-
tional government’s officials and the local lords. In addition, most of the
Tibetan army troops stationed there were paid so badly that they com-
monly tried to get more income by exploiting the people. The same was
true of many of the lower and local Tibetan government officials. Added
together, all of these factors made the lives of ordinary Tibetans very
hard. As we rode along each day, I did a lot of thinking about which side
of the river might be the better place to begin our revolutionary activi-
ties. Where would we have the best chance of succeeding? What should
our plan be?

When we reached Lhasa, I stopped thinking about these things, for a
while at least. As we rode up the Lhasa Valley, the Potala, the palace of
the Dalai Lama, rose majestically above the rooftops of the old city, tak-
ing my breath away. It was far beyond anything I had envisioned; this
was one of the most exciting moments of my life.

For the people of the Kham region, Lhasa is the center of Tibetan cul-
ture and religion. Khampas try to go there at least once in their life. So
in a sense, I too was just a Khampa pilgrim, and I was dazzled by the
beauty of the temples and monasteries and by the sights and sounds: the
nomads and pilgrims, the monks, nuns, and beggars side by side with
aristocrats in their beautiful robes, the noise of the vendors and the smell
of incense in the Barkor [the circular road around Lhasa’s main temple,
the Tsuglagang, that is both a major marketplace and a holy circumam-
bulation path]. At first I didn’t know which way to look, there were so
many things to see.

I remembered from my childhood in Batang that people in my village
were always saying that when a person arrives in Lhasa, he or she must
visit the Jo [the statue of the Buddha in the Lhasa Tsuglagang temple, the
most sacred statue in Tibet]. And one had to visit the Potala palace and
the three great monasteries in Lhasa: Drepung, Ganden, and Sera.
Drepung alone was said to hold nine thousand to ten thousand monks.

I wasted no time in visiting the Tsuglagang and other, smaller monas-
teries. Seeing the beautiful golden roofs of the temples and great monas-
teries, the huge statues of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and the beau-
tiful murals and religious paintings gave me a feeling of enormous pride
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in my Tibetan culture and history and increased my wish to do some-
thing for my people and civilization.

In one of our conversations, Yuthok had asked me if I was religious.
I answered him honestly that, though I did not practice religion, I had not
turned against it either. When I studied communism, I had not really paid
much attention to Marx’s ideas about religion. My friends and I con-
centrated on questions of nationality, equality, and democracy. I saw no
contradiction between communism as I understood it then and religion.

In Batang, Tibetan opera performances were held annually in late
summer, and I loved to watch them as I was growing up. Lhasa also has
an annual opera festival that was just ending when we arrived, but there
was still one performance to be held the next day at Sera monastery,
three miles north of the city. It had been many years since I had seen a
performance, so Topden and I went. As we reached the gates of the
monastery, | heard the distinctive beat of the opera drums and could not
stop tears from rising in my eyes. Although so far geographically from
Kham and Batang, I was home again. It was as I told Chago Tomden in
Derge—we Tibetans all share a culture, language, and history.

I settled into life in Lhasa quickly and was surprised to discover that
there were a lot of people from the Kham region living there, some of
whom I actually knew. Sometimes it seemed that most of the people in
Lhasa were actually from Kham. Then a few months later, at the end of
1943, my trusted comrade Ngawang Kesang arrived on business from
Tartsedo, and soon afterward we decided to rename our revolutionary
organization to better fit the situation in Lhasa. In fact, we gave it two
names. For public consumption, we called it the Tibetan People’s Unified
Alliance [tib. bod mi dmangs gcig sgril mna' mthun tshogs pa). For the
inner circle of our organization, we used the name Tibetan Snowland
Communist Revolutionary Association [tib. gangs ljong bod rigs gung
khran ring lugs gsar brje tshogs chungl].

As in Derge, we were always on the lookout for people to bring into
our group. Our first ally among the Lhasa aristocrats was a young man
from the Trendong family whose name was Tomjor Wangchuk. Every-
one called him Trendong Sey (“son of the Trendong family”). Yuthok
was close to forty, but Trendong was only a year older than I was, and,
like Yuthok, he took my ideas seriously from the start.

When I first met him, he was studying Chinese and also trying to learn
a little English. His Chinese language teacher’s babysitter was from
Batang, so I made contact with him through her. He was bright, wanted
to know things, and was delighted when I showed him some new books
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we had brought with us. (One was a short Russian novel translated into
Chinese, about an aristocratic girl who became a revolutionary.) Though
his Chinese was still only so-so, he was smart and grasped main ideas
quickly. He had democratic and reformist instincts and told us right
away that there were a lot of things he deplored about the old Tibetan
system.

The inner circle in Lhasa consisted of Topden, Ngawang Kesang, my
brother Chompel, myself, Trendong Sey, and a few other Khampas, like
Phuntob and Norgye Lobsang. We also still had members elsewhere, like
Sherap in Xining, Kuncho Tashi in Labrang, Tobgye in Yunnan, and
Dramdul in Derge. We often had meetings at Trendong’s house, but we
took pains to keep them secret because the Tibetan government was as
fearful of communism and revolution as the GMD. (Trendong would
place his servant on notice to keep strangers and callers away when we
were there.) We used to talk late into the night about Tibetan society and
the country’s future, and we talked frankly, holding nothing back. Tren-
dong and I thought alike in many ways.

I gave Trendong as much information as I could. I told him about the
history of the GMD and the Chinese Communist Party, about the major
differences between the two, and about the CCP’s policy toward mi-
norities. He was interested in everything I had to say, and I tried to get
him to see the possibilities that communism held. I told him that when
the Red Army went through Kham in 193 5, they established a brief gov-
ernment in which Tibetans had self-rule. I wanted to encourage him to
see a connection between communist ideas and Tibetan independence.

Although he lived a privileged life himself, he believed the stories we
told of the hard lives of the ordinary people, and he had no trouble ac-
cepting the fact that there was terrible oppression. He also agreed that
Tibet was in great danger from without and within. On the outside, there
were the British and the GMD, both waiting for a chance to increase
their presence, power, and influence. And there was even greater danger
from within, because Tibet was not unified. There was no sense of a com-
mon Tibetan people. The Kham and Amdo people did not trust the Ti-
betan government (in Lhasa), which in turn did not trust the officials of
the Panchen Lama.

As we talked over weeks and then months, we began to get away from
general theory and discuss a more specific, two-part plan of action for
Tibet. The first part of our program was the reform of the current Ti-
betan government. We wanted to put a stop to the heavy taxes and the
requirement of free corvée labor. We also wanted to change the structure
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of the government itself. We didn’t want control of the government to re-
main in the hands of a few aristocratic families and monk officials from
the central region. We thought it should be more representative of the
whole of Tibet. If there were going to be aristocratic officials, then the
government should also include representatives from among the Panchen
Lama’s officials in Tsang and from Kham and Amdo. We also thought
the government should be more diverse and include other types of
people, some scholars and perhaps traders. The main thing was that it
should be more representative of all the Tibetan people. Maybe then, we
thought, the government would be more receptive to modernizing and
learning about new scientific discoveries and techniques for manufacture
and farm production. I had been in Lhasa for six months now and had
seen a lot of aristocrats. As a group, they reminded me of the Russian
aristocrats I had read about in books: elegantly dressed, sophisticated so-
cially, completely out of touch with the ordinary people, running the
country blindly in the old ways, ripe for revolution.

The second part of our plan was to begin guerrilla warfare in Kham,
and we worked hard to devise a strategy to accomplish this. The GMD
soldiers did not grow their own food; it was brought to them from
China, so we believed that we could use the small villages around Batang
as our base and cut off the Chinese supply of food and fuel. When the
GMD sent small units of troops to investigate, we would overpower
them and then just melt back into the villages. If they sent too many sol-
diers, we would retreat and wait for another chance. Avoiding major
confrontations, we would systematically attack when the odds were in
our favor and gradually weaken the GMD in Batang, so that finally we
could drive them out.

The larger idea was to establish a new government, first in Batang,
and then expand it to all of Kham. But I also ardently sought a unified
Tibet, so the last part of our program was to merge the new Kham with
Tibet proper, creating a single Tibet ready to join the modern world. We
didn’t have a specific timetable in mind at this point, but these were the
things we talked about. However, we couldn’t possibly accomplish any
of them without economic and military support from the Tibetan gov-
ernment, so a major concern was how to approach them.

The Kashag, or Council of Ministers, was the supreme administrative
office in the Tibetan government, and we carefully discussed the per-
sonality and views of each of the four ministers. Trendong quickly stated
the obvious: that many of the ministers in the present government were
extremely conservative, the head council minister actually being a monk
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official. They were comfortable with the present system of government
and things as they were in general, and they were not likely to be recep-
tive to any talk of reform. In the end, therefore, we decided that
Surkhang was the one. (He was also the one Yuthok had suggested.)

Surkhang was young (only thirty-two) and had been a minister for
just two years. He was educated and more aware than his colleagues of
what the outside world was like, in part because his brother, with whom
he was married polyandrously,' knew English well. He was the one we
would try talking to, but the question then became how to approach
him. Trendong said that it was out of the question for him to approach
Surkhang. As he was a member of the government, such talk coming
from him might frighten Surkhang and stop the process right there. Tren-
dong said the one to do the talking should be me.

We decided it would look better if someone went with me, and we chose
Ngawang Kesang. We felt that sending two people would give us more
credibility—more of an impression that we were representatives of a
group. Ngawang Kesang’s ability to speak the Lhasa dialect did not equal
mine, but I would do the talking, so we didn’t think that would matter
much. We also decided that it would be best to present our ideas in writ-
ing, as well as orally. Our two main points were the ones we had been dis-
cussing for months: the need for reform of the Kashag and our plan to
begin guerrilla activities in Kham. Our specific request was for weapons.
We decided we would ask the Kashag for five hundred British rifles and
the bullets to go with them, and also for some wireless equipment.

Because of the radical nature of the request, we took a number of pre-
cautions to protect ourselves. Trendong wrote the initial draft of the let-
ter because his Tibetan was the best. But if things went badly, we didn’t
want the Kashag to discover that he was the writer of the letter by trac-
ing the handwriting (which was easy to do in Tibetan), so we had
Phuntob copy the final draft, because his handwriting would be in the
Khampa style. The heading of the petition read, “To the Kashag,” but
we didn’t close with the name of our organization because we didn’t
want to frighten or bias them against us. We said we were individuals
who had been in China and had recently come to Tibet, and that this rep-
resented our personal views. In the letter we closed with: “We submit this
without deceit” (tib. kba zhe gnyis med vin). When we were satisfied
with the draft, we took steps to arrange the meeting.

1. Fraternal polyandry—brothers jointly married to a wife—was a common form of
marriage in Tibet.— Goldstein, Sherap, and Siebenschub
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When I left Chamdo, Yuthok told me that if I needed any help when
I was in Lhasa, I should ask his wife. When [ arrived at her house, she
was busy overseeing the preparation of food for a lama whom she had
invited to perform a religious ceremony. When she was finished, she was
very gracious. I told her what Yuthok had said and about our meetings
in Chamdo. She was interested in my life and asked questions about
where | had come from and why I had gone to China. I told her my story
in brief, and when I was finished she smiled warmly and asked, “While
you were living in China for so many years, did you miss your parents?”
I was surprised by the question but said truthfully that I had. She looked
at me with concern and asked, “When you missed them the most, what
did you do?” “When I missed my parents most,” I said, “I always looked
at their picture.” Tears came to her eyes, and then she quickly called a
servant and told him to bring me something to eat. I was extremely
pleased by this gesture of inviting me to eat. It was unexpected. When I
finished, I said I thought it was time to leave, and, as I had hoped, she
asked if there was anything she could do for me. I said I would like to
meet Minister Surkhang. She said her husband had already told her I
might ask this, and it would be no trouble; she would ask her secretary
to arrange it. A few days later, Surkhang’s secretary sent a message call-
ing me to the minister’s house.

Ngawang Kesang and I presented a ceremonial scarf and some gifts
to Surkhang when we entered the room where he received us. He stood
up to greet us and was extremely polite, asking us immediately to sit
down. There were two other officials present: his two brothers, rimshi
[a lay official of the fourth rank who knew English] and khenjung [a
monk official]. We sat carefully on a couch at one side of the room. All
the seats were the same height.

He encouraged me to speak, and I began by telling him that Yuthok
had suggested that I talk to him, and then briefly told him my story—
about my boyhood in Kham and the time I had spent in school in China.
I made much of our “patriotic” activities, stressing our activities on be-
half of the Tibetan nation and downplaying the role that communist
ideas had played. We went into detail about how the Khampas were suf-
fering under Liu Wenhui and the GMD. And then—to see what he would
say—I also talked a little about the way we saw Tibetans suffering on
this side of the river from the onerous corvée labor demands and heavy
taxes. [ told him what I had seen on my journey to Lhasa. I waited for a
reaction, but Surkhang didn’t stop me or discourage me in any way, so
I went on to say that I thought if things continued as they were, Tibet
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would be the cause of its own destruction. I said we wouldn’t need the
British or the Nationalist Chinese or anyone else to bring us down. We
would do it to ourselves. Tibet had been a powerful and respected na-
tion in the time of King Songtsen Gampo in the seventh century A.p.2 We
could be so again, I said, but only if we changed our ways.

When I told him about our organization, I said that we also had writ-
ten new songs, and I noticed there was an organ in the corner of the
room, so | asked if we should sing them for him. He said yes, and
Ngawang Kesang played the music while I sang the following song [sung
to the U.S. Civil War tune “Marching through Georgia”]:

Rise up, rise up, rise up,

Tibetan brothers.

The time for fighting has come but

Still haven’t you awoken from sleep?

We can no longer bear to live

Under the oppression of powerful officials.

Rise up, rise up, rise up.

Tsampa eaters, rise up.

Seize control of your own land.

Seize political power.

U-Tsang [Central Tibet] and Do-Kham [Eastern Tibet] unite as one.

For the purpose of achieving development in a new Land of Snow [Tibet]
And for the people, fight to the end.

Spread happiness to all the people.

Spread happiness to all the people.

Spread it.

longs shog longs shog longs shog

nga tsho bod rigs spun zla rnams

'thabs 'dzing dus su bab kyang

da dung gnyid nas sad med bas

btsan dbang drag shugs dpon rigs dbang 'og
da ni bzod thabs med

longs shog longs shog longs shog

rtsam pa bza' mkhan rnams longs shog

rang sa rang bzung

rang dbang rang 'dzin dgos

dbus gtsang mdo khams yong su gcig tu sgril dgos
gangs ljongs gsar pa yar rgyas

dmangs gtso don la mthar pbyin 'dzing

2. Songsten Gampo united Tibet in the seventh century and founded a royal dynasty
that lasted until the middle of the ninth century. At its peak, it included much of today’s
Sichuan and Qinghai Provinces and parts of Xinjiang Province.— Goldstein, Sherap, and
Siebenschuh
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bde skyid 'tsho ba mi ser kun la kbyab la dgos
bde skyid 'tsho ba mi ser kun la kbyab la dgos
khyabs dgos

When Surkhang heard this, his eyes filled with tears, and he took a
piece of silk from his pocket and wiped them. That this minister, one of
the four most powerful people in Tibet, could be so genuinely moved by
our Tibetan revolutionary song really surprised me. He had, I realized,
a deep sympathy for the common people, a love of Tibet, and a concern
for her well-being. It was this that gave me courage to go even farther.

I told him of our plan for reforming the current Tibetan government
and making major changes in the structure of Tibetan society. And, of
course, we told him about our plan to start a guerrilla war in Kham and
eventually merge Kham with the rest of Tibet. We asked for weapons and
economic aid. We also said that we realized that they might be nervous
about giving five hundred rifles to relative strangers who were so young,
and that therefore we were willing to have our parents brought to Lhasa
to serve as hostages to ensure we kept our word.

If Surkhang was surprised by what we had to say, I think he was even
more startled by how well we were able to speak about our ideas and
how much thinking and knowledge they implied. We were young—I was
just twenty-one years old—and we were Khampas, and they simply
hadn’t expected anything like this. (When they learned we could speak
even a little English—I had studied some in China and Ngawang had
gone to the American Mission school in Batang—they were astonished!)
To his credit, though, instead of becoming defensive or dismissive, he
took us seriously because he realized that what we were talking about de-
served to be taken seriously.

When I finished, Surkhang asked me a lot of questions about events
going on in the world outside Tibet. I used the occasion to tell him about
the Soviet Union and the formation of the Chinese Communist Party,
and I was able to bring up the subject of the communists’ policies about
minority nationalities. I stressed the difference between the way the com-
munists treated minority peoples and the brutal ways of the GMD.

We also discussed the situation in Kham. He asked how many fight-
ers we had and what our strategy would be. I had told all these things to
Yuthok, and I knew Yuthok and Surkhang were very close, so I sus-
pected he might have already heard some of this from Yuthok. I told him
about the Chinese troops in Kham and Liu Wenhui. And I told him what
I thought would happen if there was war. “If we can establish a gov-
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ernment in Kham,” 1 said, “in the fature it will be good for creating a
unified Tibet. But in the short term, if we establish guerrilla power in
Kham, it will ease the burden of the Tibetan government as it prepares
for war with China, because we will be between you and the Chinese. If
we have one hundred to two hundred guerrilla fighters in Kham, you
won’t have to worry about the GMD invading Tibet, because they will
be busy with us.”

We must have talked for at least three hours on that first visit. Toward
the end, Surkhang became thoughtful. “Your thoughts about the need
for reforms in Tibet are very interesting,” he said. “I agree with much of
what you say. But [ will have to explore it with the other ministers.” Fi-
nally, at a lull in the conversation, Surkhang said, “That’s enough for
today,” and we gave him our written statement and left.

Ngawang Kesang and I reported everything to our group. They
thought that in general the meeting had gone extremely well and were
encouraged by the genuine emotion Surkhang had shown when he heard
about the suffering of the Tibetan people and listened to our song call-
ing on Tibetans to unite and rise up against the Chinese. They did not
see anything strange or amiss in the fact that Surkhang made no response
to our request for weapons. His hesitation was certainly reasonable in
light of the fact that we were young people who had almost literally
come out of nowhere. It made sense that the Council of Ministers would
have to discuss and think about it before moving forward. The consen-
sus was that things were going as well as could be expected and that all
we could do now was wait.

We went for a second meeting a few days later, and while it was also
very cordial, Surkhang seemed a bit cooler. We discussed many of the is-
sues that we had discussed before, and then Surkhang said—and it was
true enough—that he couldn’t make things happen by himself. He said
the majority of the ministers were very conservative and it was going to
be impossible to give a response to our requests in a short time. He said
it was important to put this in the context of the current world war.

“America, Britain, Russia, and China will win the war,” I said almost
without thinking. “Germany, Italy, and Japan will lose.”

Surkhang clearly disagreed. “The Germans have taken most of Rus-
sia,” he said. “Over half of China is now occupied by Japan. If Germany
and Japan win, the Council of Ministers feels that we don’t have to
worry much. The British will eventually have to withdraw from India,
and their power will no longer be a direct threat to Tibet. And when
Japan conquers China, they will leave Tibet alone. They are a Buddhist
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country, and we are very far away. They simply won’t want to extend
themselves this far.”

I disagreed and tried to make it clear that [ wasn’t just voicing my own
opinion. It was based on many things that I had been reading. “In fact,”
[ said, “if Tibet was smart, it would be positioning itself on the side of
the eventual winners as fast as it could. The Japanese are fighting in
Burma right now. If the Council of Ministers sent troops to help fight
against the Japanese there and supported the Americans, British, and
Chinese, it might help them a great deal when the war is over.”

I couldn’t convince him. The meeting ended with Surkhang simply re-
peating that he couldn’t give me an immediate answer. “At the mo-
ment,” he said again, “the Council wants to wait and see what the out-
come of the great world war will be.” (Surkhang’s opinion about how
the majority of the Council was thinking was consistent with what Tren-
dong heard. They genuinely believed, he said, that it was likely that Ger-
many and Japan were going to win, and they thought that this would
solve Tibet’s greatest threat from China.) The third meeting was much
the same. They would have to think about it; we would have to wait. It
was extremely frustrating, and we finally decided we would have to try
something else while we were waiting.

We had thought about the situation and the issues for a long time. We
knew what we wanted to do, and we believed that we knew how to do
it. But we needed weapons, and we couldn’t act entirely on our own. So
the group finally decided to pursue our earlier plan to go to India and see
if the Indian Communist Party could help us get to the Soviet Union.

We left for India, using Ngawang Kesang’s trading business as a cover.
Ngawang was working for a large trading company that had branch
stores in Kalimpong and Calcutta. The manager of the Calcutta store, a
Chinese man called Zhou, was then in Lhasa and about to return to
India. It was a perfect opportunity, and so we put a small caravan to-
gether. It consisted of myself, Ngawang Kesang, Zhou and his wife, and
three or four servants. We also had a fair number of pack animals.
(Money was not a problem because we still had most of what Fei Delin
and the CCP had given us when we left Chongqing.) It didn’t take long
to get ready, and soon we were on our way through Tibet’s southern
mountains and valleys, heading for Kalimpong. I was excited to be get-

ting to see India, and hopeful that there we would find someone to help
us put our plans into effect.



CHAPTER 7

The Indian Communist Party

We took the well-traveled route south from Lhasa to Chushul and then
south to Phari and Yadong, the Tibetan town on the border with Sikkim
[see map 3]. This time I didn’t need any letter or passport. We just
crossed the Natola Pass into Sikkim/India as if there were no border.

Before we left Lhasa, I had gone to see Yuthok’s wife. She was very
kind, as always, and gave me some dried meat and cheese for the trip.
She also warned me to be careful when eating anything in Yadong and
Sikkim, because there had been reports of people poisoning the food. 1
don’t know whether these reports were true, but I couldn’t get them out
of my mind, so my friends and I were extremely watchful.

Nothing suspicious happened until we arrived at Gangtok, the capi-
tal of Sikkim. There we went to a restaurant where I had sweet tea
[British-style tea made with milk and sugar] for the first time in my life.
After I finished the first cup and was starting on the second, I noticed that
there were bubbles in my glass, and I immediately suspected poison! I
called the manager over and asked him what was wrong with tea; it had
bubbles. I said it didn’t seem clean.

“Why don’t you think it is clean?” he asked.

I got angry and snapped, “If we get sick from drinking this, we know
where to find you.”

“This is ridiculous,” he said, and threw up his arms and walked away.

I thought it was probably foolish to worry, but then the Chinese
woman who was with us got sick to her stomach, and I was even more
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concerned. I didn’t sleep very well that night, but the next day everyone
was fine. [ think the whole episode just goes to show how tense we were,
always feeling that we had to be on our guard.

On the drive to Kalimpong, another incident surprised me. We had
arranged to stay with the Sandutsangs, a well-known Khampa trader
family, in Kalimpong, and they sent a car to pick us in Gangtok. The
road from Gangtok snakes through the mountains, and was crowded
with Indians driving cattle carts full of tangerines to market. Our driver
was singing while he drove and not paying a lot of attention. Suddenly
he sideswiped one of the carts, and it fell into a ditch, spilling the fruit in
all directions. I was afraid there was going to be a fight, but instead of
getting angry, the cart driver immediately looked at the sky and began
to pray, repeating a phrase in a chant I couldn’t understand.

I was amazed that he wasn’t angry, since it was our fault. We waited
there for about ten minutes, but he just kept praying and said nothing to
us, so we finally drove quietly away. I was puzzled. To me it would have
made sense for the man to shout and even threaten to fight. I would have
done so. I wondered if his acceptance of what happened was the result
of living long years under British rule and having to learn to accept harsh
treatment and even humiliation. I had read a bit about Gandhi and his
philosophy of nonviolence, and I also wondered if maybe that was what
[ was seeing. As the image of the driver looking at his cart in the ditch
receded, I thought that kind of acceptance or nonaction would be a hard
path for me to try to follow.

We went the rest of the way without incident, and when we reached
Kalimpong, we stayed at Sandutsang’s elegant house. When we had set-
tled in, I began my effort to make contact with representatives of the In-
dian Communist Party.

It wasn’t easy. The Communist Party was illegal, so it didn’t have an
office with a signboard. I had to be careful in inquiring, and it took me
a month to learn that the man I needed to meet was an English doctor
named Juedi (they called him “Juedi Babu,” because in India all Eng-
lishmen are called “Babu” [“Babu” is a Hindi term of address equiva-
lent to “Sir” or “Esquire”]).

Juedi Babu was about forty years old, and when I went to see him for
the first time at his office, I brought a small Chinese-English dictionary
with me. It was awkward to use, but I was eventually able to make clear
where I was from and something about what I wanted. (I did a lot of
talking with my hands. I pointed to my Tibetan dress to indicate where
I'was from, and I pointed often to a picture of Mao Zedong in his office
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Figure 5. Phunwang (left) and Ngawang Kesang,
Kalimpong, 19.44.

to try to make my political sympathies clear.) The newspapers were a big
help. He was very interested when 1 pointed to the picture of the chair-
man of the Indian Communist Party, and he wanted to know how 1
knew him. I tried to tell him that we were “comrades,™ and also a little
about my experiences in China.

I wasn’t sure how much of what 1 said got through, but he seemed
pleased with me. He shook my hand and asked me to come to his house
the next day. His wife, he said, knew some Tibetan and would translate
for us.

He had a home in a small village just outside the city. He said that we
needed to be careful, so he walked to his house first and 1 followed at a
fair distance, keeping him in sight but not appearing to be walking with
him. His wife was dressed in Nepalese fashion when I arrived. She knew
some Tibetan because her mother was Tibetan and had lived in Lhasa tor
a while betore marrying an Indian and coming here to live. She wasn't
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fluent, but her Tibetan was good enough for her to serve as a translator,
and through her I was able to give Juedi a much fuller and more accu-
rate account of myself than [ had the day before.

I told him about my experiences in Chongqing, seeing Zhou Enlai
speak and meeting with Ye Jianying. I also told him that I had talked
with Fei Delin of the Soviet Embassy and about my plans to seek support
from the USSR. Finally, I asked him to inform the Communist Party of
India that I was here and of my plans, because I was hoping they would
be willing to help me get to the Soviet Union. He told me he understood
and would see what he could do. I was to wait a couple of days, and then
come back and see what he had learned.

A couple of days stretched into many. Juedi Babu worked in the af-
ternoons at the hospital. He earned very little money, but he was friendly
and quite generous to me. He was the head of a small group of party
members in Kalimpong who held secret meetings once a week. At his in-
vitation, I attended one of them, but since his wife wasn’t there to trans-
late, I couldn’t understand what they were saying.

As the days passed, I worried that I was being put off the way I felt we
had been in Lhasa, but finally Juedi told me that if I went to Calcutta, the
Central Committee of the Indian Communist Party would talk with me.

Again there was a lot of secrecy involved. We would go by train in dis-
guise. He told me to get rid of my Tibetan clothes and dress like an In-
dian. (I have a dark complexion and a large nose, and he said that would
help me pass as an Indian.) And so, together with his wife and son, I left
the next day for the train station in the Indian town of Siliguri. If any-
one asked who I was, I was to tell them that I was a relative of his wife.
(Before 1 left, they told me that I should not fight with anyone while I was
traveling. I thought it was strange that they would be telling me this. Did
I look like I would?)

We made it to Siliguri without incident, and from there took the train
to Calcutta. We stayed in a third-class compartment, and when we
boarded there were very few people in the car. Juedi’s wife told me to
stretch out if I wanted, and so I lay out full length, taking up at least two
places. When I woke at midnight, I saw that the compartment was com-
pletely full of Indians, most of whom were standing. Embarrassed be-
cause I had monopolized so many seats, [ immediately got up and offered
my seat to the standers, but they flatly refused. They kept calling me
“lama, lama,” and told me to stay where I was. I was really surprised,
because my experience in China had been completely different. There, 1
thought, they would have wakened me and told me I was taking some-
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one else’s seat! Here, they just said, “L.ama, lama” and moved aside. |
later learned that in this part of the country, the Indians call all Tibetans
“lama” (so much for my disguise!). I also heard that when Tibetan
traders take the train they sometimes produce a piece of beef and eat it
very publicly to frighten the Indians away so they can sit alone in peace.
I never saw that happen, though.

When I arrived in Calcutta, I found a strong Communist Party pres-
ence there. (The year was 1944—three years before India got her inde-
pendence from Britain.) Here the party office was not hard to find. It was
housed in a four-story building, and there was a red flag flying over it. |
stayed there for the first few days. There were plenty of rooms, and since
the climate was so warm, the sleeping arrangements were as basic as pos-
sible. At night, I simply put down a mat and slept.

Basu, the man I had to deal with, was in charge of the Communist
Party in Calcutta. He spoke Chinese very well because he had been part
of a medical team that the British/Indian Communist Party had sent to
China early in the war. He told me that he had been a communist for a
long time, and since we could speak and understand each other freely,
he asked me how I had become a communist and about the details of my
early life. I told him all about my experiences in China, why I had gone
to Tibet, and that my goals, with his help, were to get to the Soviet Union
to study and secure Soviet support to begin guerrilla activities in the eth-
nic Tibetan area east of the Drichu River. Basu listened carefully and,
when I had finished, said what [ was by now very used to being told. He
would report everything I had told him to the Central Committee of the
Indian Communist Party and see what their response was. Again I had
to wait.

Since I could do nothing until Basu heard from the Central Commit-
tee, I occupied myself by seeing many of the sights in Calcutta—and
complicated my life considerably by doing so. One day when I was out
walking, I went to see a nearby bridge that had been camouflaged to pro-
tect it from discovery by enemy planes. On the road to the bridge I en-
countered a small boy begging for money. He was very winning and ob-
viously in need, and in my situation I could easily sympathize with him,
so I reached into my pocket and gave him a few coins from my wallet. I
then put my wallet away and continued on, looking at the bridge and
seeing what there was to see. Some time later I joined some friends and
got into their car to go to another part of the city. When I sat down in
the car, I could feel that my wallet was gone. I was stunned, and then re-
membered the last time I had taken it out—the charming little boy had
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stolen it quietly without my even knowing. My friends said this was not
uncommon in Calcutta. In any case, because I was traveling so light, all
the money I possessed had been in that wallet, and now it was gone. 1
didn’t have a cent. It made life very difficult for me for the rest of the time
I was there.

Not long after this, Basu told me that they needed to find another
place for me to stay because if I stayed at the headquarters too long, the
British police would almost surely notice me and begin to ask questions.
I was told, therefore, that for the rest of the time it took to hear from the
Central Committee, I would be staying at the home of a young Chinese
named Bi Shuowang, who worked secretly for the Communist Party.

Basu took me to Bi Shuowang’s flat in a multistory apartment build-
ing and introduced me vaguely, simply saying that [ was a comrade from
Tibet. He told Bi Shuowang that was all he needed to know, and that
was the way it was between us from then on. He didn’t ask me any ques-
tions, and I didn’t try to find out anything more about him.

I stayed with Bi, his wife, and his older brother for a month. It was a
hard time for me. I had nothing to do, no work or any other task to keep
me occupied. And because I didn’t have any money, I couldn’t go any-
where or buy food to supplement the meals that Bi gave me. | hated being
so dependent and feeling almost like a prisoner.

Everything about the situation was awkward, perhaps most so the
sleeping arrangements. I slept in the living room, and since Bi’s brother
didn’t come home from work till late at night, I had to stay up till he got
home, no matter how late. Otherwise he would have had to walk over
me on his way to bed. It was the same thing in the morning. I had to be
up before the earliest riser in the household got up. Besides that, it was
unbearably hot. So 1 didn’t get much good sleep.

Finally, a message came from the Central Committee requesting that I
meet them immediately. [ was excited, both because I thought I would fi-
nally get out of Bi’s house and because I hoped they would take me to what
is now northern Pakistan, where I could cross over to Soviet Central Asia
[Tajikistan]. However, instead of arranging for me to go to the Central
Committee’s main headquarters in Bombay, the Central Committee sent
a representative to see me in Calcutta, and the news wasn’t good.

Basu translated, and it was the same old story. The Central Commit-
tee thought that at this time my request was too dangerous. There were
too many British troops in that area. I was likely to be caught. The risks
were too great. Their view was, finally, that for the time being I should
go back to Tibet, and later they would try to help me. They knew that
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Figure 6. From left: Bi Shuowang, Phinwang, Basu, and unknown, Beijing,
1982.

had no money, and so they gave me just enough for traveling. I was ex-
tremely discouraged.

I tried to think rationally and not let my disappointment color my as-
sessment of the situation. Except for the time I had spent in Bi
Shuowang’s house with no money, I had been treated well in Calcurta.
The Communist Party of India was poor, but the members were gener-
ally optimistic and upbeat, and not all my memories were bad.

I remember one gathering in"Calcutta fondly. There were forty or so
Indian communists and a few Englishmen who were British soldiers on
their way to Burma. They all started singing revolutionary songs like the
“Internationale,”™ and then I volunteered to sing the “Internationale™ in
Tibetan for them. They were glad to hear this, as they had no idea it had
been translated. I also sang a well-known Russian song, “If Tomorrow
Brings War,” in Chinese. It made us all very close and happy. | decided
finally that on the whole I hadn’t been treated badly. But in the end, I was
back where I had started, and so I returned to Kalimpong. There I im-
mediately told Ngawang Kesang the bad news. We were not going
through India to the Soviet Union.

Although T tried to put things as positively as I could, he was, of
course, also disappointed. I emphasized that we had at least made a good
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connection with the Communist Party of India. But after all was said, we
had failed, and the question now was what to do next. We had spent
seven or eight months in Calcutta and Kalimpong and were still no closer
to implementing our ideas, either in Tibet or in the USSR.

We decided that we should go back to Lhasa. It was the end of 1944,
and the war in Europe and the Pacific looked like it was drawing to a
close. It seemed certain that the Germans were going to be defeated—just
as I had predicted—so I thought it was time to go back to contact
Surkhang and the Council of Ministers. They had told us that they
wanted to wait to see how the war was going to turn out before they gave
us an answer. Now was the time, we thought, to ask for that answer
again.

We had an idea about returning to Lhasa that involved a man named
Tharchin Babu. He was a fifty-five-year-old Tibetan from northern India
who was producing the only Tibetan-language newspaper—The Tibetan
Mirror—in Kalimpong. [ was impressed by the possibilities a newspaper
might open up for us and arranged to meet Tharchin through a mutual
friend. Ngawang and I hit it off with him immediately, and we quickly
became good friends. We had some very happy times with him, talking
politics and singing together. Tharchin was a devout Christian and had
an organ in his house, so Ngawang Kesang and he often sang popular
Christian hymns in Tibetan while I accompanied them on the organ.

After deciding Tharchin had progressive views, we began to tell him
a lictle bit about what we thought was wrong with the present Tibetan
government and society and what kinds of changes ought to be made. It
turned out that he shared a lot of our views, especially about the excesses
of the traditional society. He was as critical as we were of the aristocrats
living in luxury with their fine brocades and paying for it all by exploit-
ing and oppressing the common people. We concealed our relationship
with the Communist Party, but we took a chance and told him our ideas
about seeking support to help establish guerrilla power on the eastern
side of the Drichu to defeat Liu Wenhui. He liked our ideas and said he
would help us.

We tried to persuade him to move his operation to Lhasa. This, we
thought, would help us, because the newspaper was a perfect way to in-
troduce new concepts and information that would eventually open the
eyes of the people. But our idea clearly made him nervous, and he envi-
sioned only problems. Basically, he said that it would be difficult to print
the paper in Lhasa because it would be extremely expensive there, but |
thought he might be worried more about the Tibetan government. In any
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case, he insisted that it would be best to continue to print it in Kalimpong
and send it to Lhasa. Later, he said, when conditions were right, maybe
he could come to Lhasa. (It wasn’t clear what the conditions were that
had to be right, but it was clear that we weren’t going to get any further
with the idea of bringing the paper with us now.)

Soon afterward, we left for Tibet. About halfway to Lhasa, we
stopped in Tibet’s third-largest town, Gyantse. Ngawang Kesang and I
decided to rest the pack animals there for a day or so. We found some
people we felt we could trust to watch our merchandise, and then de-
cided to walk to Shigatse, the town where the Panchen Lama’s great
monastery, Tashilhunpo, was located.

My general impression of the state of things in this part of Tibet was
that the people who lived there were no better off than the people of
Kham. If anything, they suffered from worse injustice and oppression.
I also felt that there were too many monks in Tibet who simply lived in
monasteries and did not contribute directly to society. And of course, 1
felt more strongly than ever that the traditional system of estates and
aristocrats was bad for Tibet. Although there were a few forward-
thinking aristocrats, like Yuthok, Surkhang, and Trendong, who un-
derstood that there were serious problems with the old ways of doing
things and were willing to consider change, as a group the aristocrats
clearly seemed to put their own comfort and interests above those of
the people or the Tibetan nation. I expressed these feelings in some of
the songs I wrote at the time. In one I remember from that time, 1
wrote,

Our Tibetan people

Have existed for many thousands of years.
At the time of heroes like Songtsen Gampo
We became famous throughout the world.
Now our nationality has declined

And lost territory.

Because of internal corruption

The people are suffering greatly.

Now is the time to decide whether to live or die.
Whoever decides [to fight]

Should unite as one

And for the happiness of the people

Strive until the last breath.

nga tsho gangs ljongs mi rigs
lo stong mang po gzbis chags yod
dpa' bo srong btsan sgam po'i dus
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skad grags 'dzam gling yongs su kbyab
dengs mi rigs nyams

rgyal sa shor

nang rus mang bas

mi ser sdug ngal che

da ni shi gson dus bab

su sems thag bcad na gcig tu sgril

mi ser dmang bde' ba la

dbug ma chad bar du 'bad brtson byed

We sang this to the English tune “Deck the Halls.”

When we finally arrived in Lhasa in early 1945, we told the rest of the
inner group what had happened and that we were not going to be able
to go to the Soviet Union. We discussed what to do, and they agreed with
me that it was time to go back to Surkhang.

Getting to see him was no longer easy. His secretary said he was ex-
tremely busy, and it took me a while to get a chance to talk with him.
When I did, he was not encouraging. Yes, he remembered what he had
said about waiting till the outcome of the war seemed clear. Yes, it did
look like Germany and Japan were going to lose. But the war wasn’t ac-
tually over yet. Better to decide when it was over. He also intimated that
the real problem was that it was difficult to get a decision from the older
ministers about what we had discussed. We would have to wait.

He was stalling. I didn’t know how many ministers he had talked to,
if any. I didn’t know what kinds of pressures and conflicts of interest he
might have felt. But I knew immediately that he was just putting me off.
Over the next few months I met him several more times, but each time
it seemed like our hopes got slimmer and slimmer. The Council of Min-
isters, he said, was more concerned with the fate of Japan than of Ger-
many, because Japan was much closer to Tibet. It still wasn’t clear what
was happening in the Japanese war. And so on. Finally he stopped see-
ing me. At that point, I knew it was time for us to return to Kham.

For a long time we had talked about what we might do if we returned,
so when we got together to discuss specifics, a plan evolved almost natu-
rally. Trendong, Phuntob, and another Khampa member, Lobsang Nam-
gye, would stay on in Lhasa and continue to try to make contacts and get
weapons we could use in our guerrilla activities. Ngawang Kesang, Top-
den, Tobgye, Trinley Nyima, my brother Chémpel, Amdo Tobgye, and
would go back to Chamdo and try to get Yuthok to help us.

I sent Yuthok a letter via traders saying that we would be returning
soon to Chamdo. I told him that I had tried every means but received no
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help from the Council of Ministers and said I hoped he could help us.
And so, determined that it was time for us to take matters into our own
hands, we returned to Kham. We each carried a rifle and pistol, and we
had some boxes of ammunition that Trendong had given us. We were de-
termined to start doing armed revolution.



CHAPTER §

On the Verge of Revolt

Everywhere we traveled on the road to Chamdo, we saw evidence of
peasants’ suffering. I still recall, for example, the day we arrived in
Damshung, a nomad area north of Lhasa. As we passed the county
headquarters, we saw freshly severed human ears hanging from its gate.
This kind of barbaric punishment made us both sad and angry, so that
evening we cut the ears down from the gate and hurled them against the
county commissioner’s window in angry protest. We also encountered
many instances of bribery and extortion. It would have been easy enough
to ignore behavior like this or just pretend not to see it, but I didn’t want
to turn my back on this kind of thing anymore. It was time to stop let-
ting people who had power abuse it.

We arrived back in Chamdo in the summer of 1945. I told Yuthok
about the meetings with Surkhang, our failure to secure weapons, and
our trip to India, although I did not tell him anything about our contacts
with the Indian Communist Party or our disappointment about not
being able to go to the Soviet Union. Being a communist was not some-
thing one could admit, even to a good friend like Yuthok.

My talks with Yuthok were friendly. He understood what we were
thinking and was sympathetic. “I believe what you have said about your
intentions, and I think your ideas are sound. You and your friends have
the courage to think about doing things that ordinary Tibetans would
never even dream about. Establishing a guerrilla organization on the
other side of the Drichu and wresting power from the Chinese will not
be easy and will entail tremendous risks.”

90
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He paused for a moment, and then smiled. “Maybe,” he said, “it is
my karma that we met, but for whatever reason, I am glad we have. I
only wish I could help you now, but, my friend, I really can’t. If you
wanted only a few guns,” he said, “then I could help you, but if I try to
give you more, word will get around. It’s hard to conceal that kind of
thing. And if word gets around, the Tibetan government will investigate,
and it won’t be just me who is in danger. It will be my whole family.

“I’'m sorry,” he said finally, “but for these reasons, I cannot give you
the kind of help you want and need. I am the top civil and military offi-
cer in Tibet’s Eastern Province, and there are certain things I must report
to the government.” He paused. “If there were suddenly a war between
China and Tibet and thus a clear threat to this region, then I could jus-
tify giving you the weapons you want. But nothing like that is happen-
ing now, so I can’t justify giving you the guns.” Yuthok was a good man,
and 1 appreciated his frankness. I assured him I understood his con-
straints, and I told him I would not make any trouble in his district.

Despite this setback, I was still eager to return to Batang. Our imme-
diate goal was to begin guerrilla operations in Kham, and Batang was
where we planned to start. During the two months we were in Chamdo,
Germany had surrendered, and it was anticipated that Japan would soon
be next (it wasn’t until I got to Batang that I learned the United States
had dropped two atom bombs on Japan and the war was over). The
world was changing fast, and I felt we had to make our move.

Before I left for Batang, I asked Yuthok for two favors. The first was that
if I got into serious trouble fighting with the Chinese Nationalist govern-
ment, he would try to help me. The second and related request was for a
written permit allowing me to return to Tibet if I ever needed to do so. He
agreed and gave me a letter that was in essence an open-ended entry visa
for Tibet. The letter was not sealed, so I read it after he gave it to me. It said,
“Bapa Phiinwang is my friend, and whenever he comes to cross the border,
let him enter Tibet.” I felt much better having that escape card in my pocket.

We traveled southeast from Chamdo via Trayab to the ferry port at
Jisungang on the Tibetan side of the Drichu opposite Batang. I had been
a boy of fourteen when I left. Now I was returning with a few guns and
bullets and a commitment to mount a guerrilla attack against Liu Wen-
hui and the GMD. I was old enough now to feel the full weight of the
risks we were taking and the seriousness of what we were committed to
attempting, and I knew I had to be very careful.

The last time I had crossed the Drichu, it had been to escape to Tibet,
and I had no idea what might be waiting for me in Batang when I returned.
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I was unsure whether the Chinese were still on the lookout for me, so we
stopped in Jisungang and I sent some of my comrades ahead to get the lay
of the land. When they came back, they told me it seemed safe, but even
then I took precautions. We were a group of eight, and we feared that that
many strangers coming into Batang together might arouse suspicion, so
we entered the city in groups of two or three at a time, spaced a few days
apart. To our relief, nothing happened, and eventually we settled in safely.

I was surprised at how glad I was to be back in Batang. In some ways
it was the same as I had visualized it, but it now seemed much smaller
than I remembered. When I was a boy, it was the only town I knew, but
I had since been to Nanjing, Chongqing, Lhasa, and some of the larger
cities of India, like Calcutta, and the comparison was striking. My fam-
ily was the same, though. My mother cried tears of joy when she saw
me, and I have to admit that I was moved to be back with my family and
relatives.

The GMD was another matter. After we had been there for a few days,
we began to realize that the appearance of safety in Batang was a bit de-
ceptive. When we arrived, the Chinese garrison commander, Fu Dequan,
was not there, but [ soon learned that although they did nothing at first,
the GMD Party Committee was suspicious of me from the beginning,
and they began asking questions immediately. Who was [? Where had I
been? It had been two years since I had left Derge to go to Lhasa, and no-
body in Batang had heard a word about me. What had I been up to?

There were people who knew that [ was a suspected communist and
that I had fled to Tibet. But fortunately no one knew what had happened
after that, and I had engaged in no revolutionary activities in or around
Batang the last time I had been here. Therefore I spread the word that I
had gone with Ngawang Kesang to do business in Tibet and India, and
because everybody knew he had a store in Kalimpong, the story sounded
credible. So while the GMD officials had their suspicions, they had no
evidence against me. But there were a lot of rumors about me, and my
family was extremely nervous. [ was also nervous and often stayed away
from home, sometimes sleeping at relatives’ houses, sometimes with
friends at the monastery, and sometimes going back to Jisungang on the
Tibetan side of the border. I moved around so much that my mother
began to complain. I had been away for ten years, she said, and now that
I was back I was staying away from home most of the time.

Then Fu Dequan returned and one day invited me to dinner. Why? 1
wondered. There was no obvious way to decline the invitation and stay
in Batang, and even if I fled, it would have confirmed whatever suspi-
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cions Fu might have had. My friends were sure I was going to be arrested
and told me not to go, but I didn’t see how I could refuse.

My mind raced. What could he charge me with? What did he have on
me? In the short time we had been in Batang, we had made contact with
some of the students at the nearby teacher training school, but all we had
done was sound them out by talking about our views in a general way.
I didn’t think anyone in Batang could have known about our activities
in Tibet and India, or suspected our real plans. I thought the only com-
promising evidence against me that Fu Dequan might be able to produce
was the fact that I had some books that would be considered revolu-
tionary. It was not the sort of thing he was likely to make the basis of a
big public arrest, though, so I was fairly confident that nothing was going
to happen. I decided to go, but I went carrying my pistol.

I was young, and I think I let my emotions get away from me. My
comrades and I discussed what our group should do if I were arrested,
and I decided that if they tried to seize me, I would shoot Fu Dequan and
kill as many soldiers as I could while my bullets lasted. I wasn’t afraid to
die, but when I entered the banquet room my heart was beating fast, and
I was ready for anything.

It was a false alarm. When I got there, I discovered that the group in-
cluded quite a few local businessmen. There were about a dozen people
in all. I remained watchful and on the lookout for trouble, but it never
came. When Fu Dequan came in after we were all seated, he looked at
me and said nicely, “Oh my, look how big you have become.” After that
I calmed down, although I was still watchful. I think Fu must have en-
joyed my nervous behavior. I think now that he was just sending a little
message—not only to me but to some of the townspeople as well. He had
his eye on me. He could pick me up any time.

Although I survived the banquet, things were still very tense. One day
not long afterward, I got a message that I was definitely going to be ar-
rested the next day. That night I tied felt on my horse’s hooves, slipped
out of town, and rode all the way to Jisungang, where I stayed till I got
a message that it had been a false alarm again and it was safe to go back.

I was nervous as I returned to Batang that night. When I approached
the village, I walked my horse with my sword drawn. At my parents’
house, I threw a pebble against the shutter to wake them quietly. My fa-
ther wasn’t too worried to see me, but my mother was beside herself. She
was certain that I was going to be arrested and that she would never see
me again. The next morning, she invited a local lama to perform a ritual
to give thanks for my safety so far and to protect me.
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The message in all this was clear. It didn’t make any sense for us to go
on like this. We had to try to get weapons and start a revolt. Rather than
sitting here worrying about arrest, we should be doing something con-
crete toward reaching our goals. We felt our best hope was to try to
reestablish ties with the Chinese and Russian communists in Chonggqing.
With the war over, we thought, they would now be able to give us the
weapons we needed. Ngawang Kesang and I were selected to go to
Chongging, but unexpectedly, just before we were to depart, our plan was
changed by a chain of events just south of Batang in Yunnan Province.

The catalyst was Dramdul, my trusted comrade who had been with
me in Derge. He had tried to join me in Lhasa but was turned back by
the Tibetan army in Chamdo and deported to Degen, an ethnic Khampa
area in Yunnan. While there, he met a powerful leader named Gombo
Tsering and talked with him about me, our group, and our plans for cre-
ating a new Kham ruled by Khampas. Gombo Tsering liked what he
heard, and when he learned I was back in Batang, he sent word through
Dramdul that he would like to talk to me about “important issues.”

Gombo Tsering—his Chinese name was Hai Zhengtao—had been a
part of the short-lived Tibetan Government [tib. bod pa srid gzhung] set
up by the Red Army in Ganze when they crossed through the Kham re-
gion during the Long March. After that, he had been with Panda Tob-
gye for some years. Then, during the anti-Japanese war, the GMD had
sent him back to Deqen with a supply of three hundred to four hundred
guns and a mandate to establish a local Tibetan guerrilla force that
would help protect against the Japanese, who were in control of nearby
Burma. He was the commander of the militia force and literally the gov-
ernor of the county. The local people called him “Commander Hai” [ch.
Hai Siling).

We were interested in meeting him but also did not want to delay
going to Chongqing, where we thought our future lay, so we decided to
split up. Ngawang Kesang would take the direct route through Tartsedo
to Chongqing, and I would first detour to Degen to meet Gombo Tser-
ing, and then join Ngawang in Chongqing.

The trip south to Deqen was on a main road and not difficult, and
when I finally arrived and came face to face with Gombo Tsering, | was
not disappointed. Gombo Tsering’s thoughts about Tibetan nationalism
and making a modern Tibet were similar to mine. We hit it off immedi-
ately. He was about forty years old. He wasn’t highly educated, but he
could write Tibetan and Chinese. We talked, and I told him quite a bit
about myself, including my commitment to communist ideals and goals.
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Figure 7. Gombo Tsering (Hai Zhengtaol, Degen,
1946,

I emphasized the need for the Tibetans of Kham to put aside their dif-
ferences, unite, and drive out the GMD troops.

The more we talked, the clearer it became that Gombo Tsering and |
were in basic agreement on the important issues. Gombo Tsering agreed
that guerrilla action like the kind I was proposing was what was needed
and that it was militarily feasible. And. crincally, he said he would pro-
vide guns and ammunition from his militia arsenal, so that we could
begin our operation in Batang.

Having reached a general agreement, I set oft for Chongging to meet
Ngawang Kesang, while Gombo Tsering went to Kunming, the capital
of Yunnan Province, to get up-to-date information on the situation in
China. We left it that when we fnished our journeys we would meet
again in Degen and fAnalize the details. [ was twentv-four yvears old. After
so many failures, my dreams, [ thought, were about to come true.
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I was also excited about returning to Chonggqing. I too wanted to find
out what was going on in the post-World War Il world and to talk with
Soviet and Chinese Communist Party officials. Years ago, when we left
Chongqing, they told us to go see what we could do in Kham and Tibet,
and then report on our activities. Now it was time to reestablish contact,

Finding them, however, turned out to be a far bigger problem than we
had thought. Ngawang Kesang and I searched for the old office of the
CCP, but it was gone. We also tried going to the Russian Embassy, which
was still there but nearly deserted. There was just a watchman who
spoke only Russian. He kept saying, “Nanjing. Nanjing.” We didn’t un-
derstand what he meant at first. Finally we learned that the embassies
and offices had been moved to Nanjing when the Nationalist govern-
ment had reestablished its capital there. We spent more than a month in
Chongging but were unable to contact representatives of either party.

We thought perhaps we too should go to Nanjing to meet them, but
we quickly learned that that also was problematic. The steamers that
traveled the Yangtse River to Nanjing were sold out for the next five or
six months. While we were contemplating whether to wait, we contacted
Gombo Tsering in Kunming by letter (sent through traders we knew).
We told him our situation, and he wrote back quickly, saying we should
not try to go to Nanjing. He was emphatic that we should return to
Degen to finalize our plans.

What he said made sense. A trip to Nanjing would delay implement-
ing our plan, and with no certain outcome even if we got there, we finally
decided to go back to the Degen area. Whatever we were going to do at
this point, we would have to attempt it without the help of the other
communist parties. We met up with Gombo Tsering in Sadam, in Yun-
nan, and from there traveled together to Deqgen, where we discussed
strategy and principles and drafted a charter for our new Tibetan polit-
ical organization.

This document outlined our philosophy and major principles and
laid out a set of rules for future members of our party. It also dis-
cussed the military strategy we would employ. We named our new
group the Eastern Tibet People’s Autonomous Alliance [tib. bod shar
rgyud mi dmangs rang skyong mna' mthun]. Ngawang Kesang and |
wrote the charter at night, when we had total privacy—mostly in Chi-
nese but sometimes in Tibetan. During the day we would discuss the
draft with Gombo Tsering, and then rewrite and revise. We had no
plans to print or distribute it. We just wanted to express our ideas pre-
cisely and formally. When we were finished, we made only two copies.
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We kept one in the house where we were staying, and we left one in
Gombo Tsering’s house. It made us feel good to write it because it re-
minded us that we were doing these things for higher reasons and try-
ing to create something revolutionary for Tibetans that would last. |
thought that this time we would certainly be able to change the Ti-
betan world.

The charter had several sections. It is cited in full as appendix A at
the end of the book.] Part 1 gave the name of the party, specifying that
this name was provisional until it could be formally discussed at the first
meeting of the representatives of the new alliance. Our aims were to es-
tablish a democratically elected government for all Tibetans of Eastern
Tibet (Kham) and to abolish the corvée tax system, as well as other ex-
orbitant taxes and levies. The new government would also work to rap-
idly improve the livelihood of Eastern Tibetans by utilizing resources,
building roads, and improving farming.

The new government would be ruled by an assembly of representa-
tives, who would, in turn, elect a central committee of ten to twelve
members. From this, a standing committee of five to eight members
would be appointed. Eastern Tibet would be divided into three admin-
istrative units: the Khampa regions of Xikang, the Khampa regions of
Yunnan, and the Khampa regions of Chamdo {which was then part
of political Tibet]. We further developed a set of rules for the operation
of the government at lower levels [see appendix A].

We were not optimistic that we would be able to establish such a
new government independent of Nationalist China. Chiang Kaishek
seemed very powerful then. He had just defeated the Japanese, was sup-
ported by the United States, and controlled most of China. And though
ultimately we thought that the Chinese Communists would be victori-
ous because the Nationalists were so corrupt and oppressive, at that
time the Chinese Communist Party held only a small area in the north.
So we decided the best strategy was to avoid an open break with Na-
tionalist China, while positioning ourselves for a Chinese Communist
victory.

We did this in several ways. First, we explicitly stated in the docu-
ment that our government would operate under the Three Principles of
the People [ch. sanmin zbuyi] set forth by Sun Yatsen, the father of the
Chinese revolution against the Manchu dynasty. Since both the GMD
and CCP considered themselves to be Sun Yatsen’s true heir, this posi-
tioned us within the mainstream of revolutionary Chinese political
ideology.
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Second, we decided to use the phrase “autonomous region” [ch.
zizhi qu] rather than “independence” to describe our polity. We wanted
to make it seem as if we were fighting against Liu Wenhui, not China
per se.

And third, we related our actions to GMD policy by specifically re-
ferring to decisions it had made about Tibetans, e.g., the speech Chiang
Kaishek made in August 1945 in which he stated that the GMD Party
agreed to grant Tibet a high degree of autonomy or, at some point in the
future, even independence.! We thought this would leave our options
open and facilitate subsequent Chinese acceptance of our new govern-
ment—no matter which side won the civil war.

As I look back on our charter, I am amazed by its boldness. At the
time it was written, | had nothing but the clothes on my back and a pis-
tol and rifle. But I believed that I (and my comrades) had the skill and
the will and—with Gombo Tsering’s guns—the means to change Tibet.
I did not hesitate to dream great dreams. They seemed so real I could
touch them.

Militarily we discussed whether we should initially include the
Khampa areas that were part of Tibet proper, i.e., those west of the
Drichu River, under the Tibetan governor-general in Chamdo. We
agreed that it would definitely be useful for us to have a base in the
Chamdo area so we could move back and forth if we had to, and we
thought that the conditions were excellent for success there because the
Tibetan government was oppressing the people badly through heavy
taxes and extractions. However, we ultimately decided that it would be
better to focus initially on setting up our new government in the Khampa
areas then under China. We would develop only a secondary base west

1. In this speech, Chiang said:

As regards the political status of Tibet, the Sixth Kuomintang (Guomintang] Con-
gress decided to grant it a very high degree of autonomy, to aid its political ad-
vancement and to improve the living conditions of the Tibetans. I solemnly de-
clare that if the Tibetans should at this time express a wish for self-government,
our Government would, in conformity with our sincere tradition, accord it a very
high degree of autonomy. If in the future they fulfill the economic requirement for
independence, the National Government will, as in the case of Outer Mongolia,
help them to attain that status. But Tibet must give proof that it can consolidate
its independent position and protect its continuity so as not to become another
Korea. (Chinese Ministry of Information, “National Independence and Racial
Equality,” The Collected Wartime Messages of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek,
1937-1945, vol. 2 [1940-45] [New York: The John Day Company, 1946],
p-857)

—Goldstein, Sherap, and Siebenschub
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of the Drichu. As our power in the east increased, we would expand our
activities in the west, and after Yuthok’s term of office ended in 1948, we
would rise up and take military and political control of Chamdo, merg-
ing it with the eastern part of Kham to create one large Khampa au-
tonomous region. We also hoped that by this time we would be strong
enough to overthrow the rest of Tibet or force the Tibetan government
to accept democratic reforms. So while our document just used the name
Eastern Tibet [tib. shar bod], our thinking was grander. Our long-term
goal was to set up a new democratic government for all of Tibet.

We didn’t talk in great detail about our proposed government’s func-
tions because until we expelled the Chinese from our area it seemed pre-
mature. It was enough to outline the general structure. We all agreed that
we should start slowly and build our power step by step. The Degen area
would be our base of operations, since Gombo Tsering was already in
control there and it was secure. Ngawang Kesang would stay there and
begin recruiting members for our organization among students in the
Degen school. We also planned to take control of the GMD tax office in
Deqgen and use the money it collected to help finance our expanding or-
ganization. We didn’t think any of this would be problematic, because
there were no Chinese troops stationed there and Gombo Tsering was
the de facto governor of the area!

In addition to this, we contacted other important Khampa leaders,
like Panda Tobgye, Chago Tomden, Ngawang Norbu (the administra-
tive head of the Dargye monastery in Ganze), and members of several
aristocratic families in Batang, like Bami Tseden and Sonam Lobsang.
We explained to them generally what we were planning and sought their
support. Because Panda Tobgye and Gombo Tsering were good friends
and Chago Tomden and I knew each other from the time I taught in
Derge, it was easy to secure their general agreement. To others, we
spread the word about our new organization through letters or through
oral messages carried by traders we trusted. Our plan was to join with
these local leaders only in the future. For the present, they would act out-
wardly as if we were not allied. We would fight openly, and they would
support us from behind the scenes. Once our power increased, however,
they would openly reveal their support for our alliance. They agreed with
our plan.

My assignment was to take the first installment of forty or fifty guns
and go north to Batang. I would establish myself in one of the small vil-
lages outside the city and make contact with the important families in the
area and the older students. In our opinion, the people of Batang would
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not need much encouragement to go to war against the occupying Chi-
nese armies. Since we had already contacted many young people, I was
certain I could recruit several hundred fighters from among them.

We planned to organize in small groups at first and use the guerrilla
tactics of Zhu De and Mao Zedong, which I had read about. Our strat-
egy would be to strike at the GMD supply lines, disrupting the flow of
their basic necessities while increasing our supply of weapons as we cap-
tured or destroyed small detachments of Chinese soldiers. As we accu-
mulated weapons, we would increase the size of our force. We all be-
lieved that we could gather strength and momentum in this way, like an
avalanche that starts with a few pebbles rolling downhill and eventually
becomes an unstoppable force. [See appendix A.]

It was a different ball game now. Talking with people about our ideas,
not revealing everything, trying to sound them out and find the sympa-
thetic ones were one thing. Putting guns in people’s hands was an act of
war, and we had to be extremely careful. For one thing, we knew the vil-
lagers in Deqen would not like the idea that relative strangers were tak-
ing their guns to another area. And although not everyone would have
known that we were communists, it would certainly have been clear that
we were anti-GMD. The war between the Nationalists and the commu-
nists was being waged bitterly at the moment. Getting caught with a sub-
stantial number of weapons would be a death sentence.

To get the guns to Batang, our plan was to pretend that we were mer-
chants, hide the weapons under some ordinary merchandise, like tea,
porcelain cups, and brown sugar, and take them on a pack train. Gombo
Tsering had given us some money to buy the supplies. But there were
some surprises.

Our plan to hide the guns and ammunition among the goods was eas-
ier said than done. The bullets were easy enough to conceal, but the ri-
fles were too long. They were good rifles, not the old one-shot kind but
Chinese models that held three or four bullets each. But you couldn’t
hide them in standard pack-animal loads. They stuck out.

Eventually we decided to cut the wood stocks off the rifles and glue
them back together when we reached Batang. Since there were always
people visiting Gombo Tsering’s house—where the guns were—we de-
cided it would be prudent to move them to the house of a close associ-
ate of Gombo’s named Drung Ashi. But the cutting took time. My
brother Chompel used a saw and did most of the work, but we decided
he should work only at night, when there would be no possible inter-
ruptions. It was slow going, and we all were on pins and needles till he
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was finished because the longer it took, the more chance there was of
someone discovering us. We felt we were very close to achieving our goal
now; it was a tense but exciting period.

Then one evening, about two days before we planned to leave,
Ngawang Kesang, Chompel, and I were invited to dinner by Drung
Ashi. We had just started eating when shots rang out. We stared at one
another. For a moment, no one said a word, we just listened. When the
sound of the first volley died away, Drung Ashi loaded a pistol, put it
in his pocket, and left, saying he was going to check on what was going
on. Just minutes after he had gone, another volley rang out, and he
came back breathing heavily. “It’s not good,” he said. “I’'m not sure
what happened, but there apparently is a problem. You should hide at
once.”

Hands on our shoulders and pushing us ahead of him, he hurried
us down the stairs to the ground floor, where all our goods were
stored, and put us in a small storeroom way off at the back. It was
empty, but there was a large Tibetan mastiff tied nearby. Drung
closed the door, but we could see out through cracks in the wall
boards.

We had no idea what was going on outside. We knew that there were
no Nationalist troops in the area, so the shooting must be coming from
the villagers. But why? Was it merely some trader testing a gun for a po-
tential buyer, or was it related to us?

We stayed very quiet for a long time, listening and waiting. We could
hear and see people rushing back and forth and talking, but no sounds
were clear enough to identify. Then all at once, we heard a large crowd
running into the courtyard of our house, we guessed maybe fifteen or
twenty men. We could hear what they were saying now, and it was clear
that they were looking for us. “Where are the Bapas?” they shouted.
“Where are the Bapas?”

When they burst into the ground floor of the house, the first thing they
saw was our packed loads. They ran to them and began ripping them
open. When they found the guns, they shouted to others still outside,
confirming that we had tried to take their guns and saying proudly that
they had gotten them back. They were so excited that they began filing
by the pack loads, each person taking one of the guns as he passed and
then running outside.

All but two.

In spite of all the excitement, two of the villagers noticed the room
where we were hiding. Paying no attention now to the shouts of their



1o2 The Tibetan Communist Party Era

friends, they began to come closer. We could see them clearly through the
cracks in the wall.

In the hour or so we had been alone, Ngawang Kesang and I had dis-
cussed what we were going to do if somebody found us. We didn’t have
any weapons—no guns, not even a knife. So we decided that if someone
came to look in the room where we were hiding, I would pull the door
open hard to surprise him. Then Ngawang Kesang would grab his feet
and pull him down, Chémpel would grab his gun or knife, and we would
have a weapon. Luckily we didn’t have to try this.

As the two who were coming towar