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My brother said to me … ‘If you shut your eyes to a frightening sight, you end up being frightened. If you look at everything straight on, there is nothing to be afraid of.’
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One

I was living in a room at Tsechokling monastery, below the Himalayan village of McLeod Ganj, the centre of exiled Tibetan life. It was 1987, and demonstrations were breaking out in Tibet for the first time in decades. At the end of the summer I had to return to Europe, but for the moment I was just where I wanted to be. It was simple. Each morning I would wake early, wash in cold water and walk down through the forest to the library above Dharamsala. The place was poor and insanitary at that time, with hunched old women clutching rosaries, and second-generation hustlers parading in slogan T-shirts and shades. There were a few post-hippie travellers, some Hindu pilgrims who came to visit the shrine at Bhagsunath, and students of Tibetan culture from places like Israel and Japan.

There was one man at Tsechokling who was attached to the monastery, but was not a monk. He lived alone in a hut he had built on the hillside, and could be seen herding cows, collecting firewood and occasionally helping out in the smoke-filled monastery kitchen. His name was Thubten Ngodup. He was quiet and shy, with a worn face that was marked with experience: he had escaped from Tibet after the Chinese Communist invasion of 1950, and worked in pitiful conditions on a road gang before joining the Tibetan section of the Indian army.

Ngodup had learned to cook when he was a soldier, and one of the monks suggested he might make a living by providing food for the occupants of the few monastery guest rooms. I was asked to help him set up the operation. We communicated in fits and starts, using fragments of shared language; looking back, I think that he felt awkward dealing with a foreigner during our fleeting, symbiotic friendship. A feasible menu was agreed (tea, soup, omelette, momo, shabalay, thukpa) which I copied out in English and distributed to likely customers. The arrangement worked well. Ngodup became dedicated to the purchase and preparation of food, anxious, maybe too anxious, in an ex-military sort of way, to provide perfect service. He had a role, and it made life easier for him.

You can see Ngodup at Tsechokling as the sun comes up over the wooden houses high on the ridge, carrying a bashed aluminium tray, on it china cups and saucers, a bowl of sugar and a beaker of hot milk, a cracked pot of tea and a plate of cooling buttered toast. He stands, leaning over the table, half-smiling and half-embarrassed, placing the breakfast things before us, bowing slightly, instinctively, in the Tibetan way. When he has finished, he picks up the tray and, holding it flat against his side, goes down the stone steps of the guest house, back towards the monastery kitchen, hitching up the patched brown trousers that hang loosely from his hips as he walks. He is forty-nine years old.
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Eleven years later, during a demonstration in New Delhi, Ngodup made his choice. By his own free will, he ran to a hut where the cleaning fluids for the banners were kept, and poured gasoline across his body, drenching his clothes, his head, his hair, his face, the smell of the clouding vapour enough to make you reel. With a spark and a roar, he burst from the hut and ran into the square, blazing.

The date was 27 April 1998, just as the sun came up. Six Tibetan refugees were holding a hunger-strike at Jantar Mantar, encouraged by hundreds of supporters and frequent visits from the world’s press. The target of their protest was the poor, useless United Nations. There were several demands: a plebiscite over Tibet’s future, a rapporteur to investigate human rights abuses, and a debate on long-forgotten UN resolutions.

The hunger-strike had been going on for forty-nine days, and several people were close to death. Ngodup was in the next batch of protesters, lined up ready to replace those who died. There was a hitch: a Chinese visitor was expected. The chief of the General Staff of the People’s Liberation Army, Fu Quanyou, was arriving in India on an official visit, and the authorities did not want his stay to be marred by dying Tibetans. Indian police were told to clear the site. As day broke, the police crashed in, wielding boots and lathis, dragging hunger-strikers into ambulances and beating back protesters. Choyang Tharchin, an official from the exiled Tibetan government in Dharamsala, picked up a video camera and began to film the scuffles.

I watched the footage over and over, and each time it seemed more shocking.

Indian police are bustling about. There are Tibetans in traditional dress, more traditional than anything you would find in Tibet, and the police are shoving them, grabbing their arms, poking them with lathis. In the corner of the frame, you can just catch sight of Thubten Ngodup, pushing the wrong way through the crowd, red-faced and desperate, like a runner ending a race. He disappears from view. A minute or so later the camera moves away jerkily from the barging police and protesters, and focuses on an orange light surrounded by a white light. As the picture becomes clearer, you can make out a figure at the heart of the light, a Giacometti, moving, jumping, skipping. As the shape comes nearer, you see that this is a man, burning to death, holding his palms together in the Indian namaste greeting, moving his arms rhythmically up and down as he runs, imploring. You can see his face and just hear him shout in a reedy, high-pitched voice, above the noise of the screaming crowd, ‘Po Gyalo! Po Rangzen!’ He turns away from the camera and moves towards the crowd of Tibetans, still framed by the orange light. Ngodup is stumbling now, dancing and stumbling, but he still holds up his joined hands towards the crowd, as if he is praying, or pleading for his life. He falters; someone acts, a policeman maybe, and pushes him to the ground. Ngodup is whacked with blankets and sacks as he cowers on the ground, shielding his head. The orange light fades, the film runs on, fixed now on the prone figure and the people running in confusion. Above the scene, you notice a hand-painted banner.


UNO

WE WANT JUSTICE

TIBETAN WOMENS WELFARE GROUP


The film flickers, and stops.

In the hospital, his nerve endings still functional, Ngodup was visited by the Dalai Lama, who told him that he should harbour no feelings of hatred towards the Chinese. Ngodup tried and failed to sit up, signalling that he had understood, and seemed happy, and died just after midnight.

Ngodup’s death shook me. There was something about its directness and logic that was hard to put from my mind. It was a very Buddhist death, a suicide bomber who turned his violence inwards, killing only himself, protecting others. Ngodup had no way to make himself heard. He was a powerless, ageing refugee in a country with enough problems of its own, so he burned himself to death, as a protest. For the Tibetan exiles and their supporters, he became a martyr, a symbol. A picture of him wreathed in flames was syndicated across the world, returning Tibet to the front pages, displacing Lewinsky and the Nasdaq, briefly.

Writing about Ngodup’s life and death, the essayist Jamyang Norbu offered an explanation for his actions.


In his last photograph taken before the hunger-strikers’ tent in Delhi, Thubten Ngodup is smiling … There is no hint of anger or fanaticism (or alcoholic depression) in that smile. He was a simple man (he only read Tibetan haltingly) but when I look at his photograph I feel I am seeing the calm happy face of someone who has discovered a simple truth about life; something that has always eluded our leadership, but which traditionally Tibetans have regarded as basic to any major undertaking, especially the effective practice of the Dharma – thak choego ray, you have to make a decision, and act on it.


There were things that kept him on my mind.

That he had shouted, ‘Po Gyalo! Victory for Tibet! Po Rangzen! Free Tibet!’ even as he was being killed by flames.

That people in the crowd had said they heard popping noises as his body began to burn.

That he knew what he was doing, and why he was doing it, even as the flames consumed him.

Ngodup had always seemed such a shy, quiet man when he brought me tea and toast at Tsechokling. I had not thought of him for years until I saw his picture in the paper.*
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Two

Some nations have access to their history; some never had their history recorded, except in conversation; others had records once, and knowledge, but the coherence was destroyed by outsiders. Writing this from a place of security, a rented office in southern England, connected by fibre-optics to precise information about all sorts of irrelevant contemporary subjects, I can see from the window a stream and a hillside, with cows grazing on the fattening grass. I can find out, with no trouble at all, a depth of detail about what went on here in the past. I can learn that more than a thousand years ago, this hillside was owned by Christian nuns, who were granted the land by Edwy, the first Saxon king of England. I can read the names of the nuns’ tenants, who farmed the hides of land that ran down from the hillside, using – it is recorded – four plough teams to prepare the ground for planting corn. I know that six centuries on, the village clergyman was entitled to graze seventy sheep and five ‘beasts’ on this land, and that his curate, though known to be a drunk, was kept in post because his church services remained orderly. I can learn that a piece of hunting ground on the far side of the hill was sold by one land-owning family to another, and know that now, four centuries later, the same name owns it still.

The land here has not been invaded. The people have not been driven out. There is an at times oppressive weight of continuity, a continuity that you only notice clearly when you have been to other places where the past has been torn up and the history of the land and the people who came from that land has become a story of loss and longing, of partial and absent memory, of lasting exile and the destruction of collective identity. As the song of the Sixth Dalai Lama says,


White crane!
Lend me your wings,
I will not go far …


From verifiable sources, you can learn much about the Tibetan empire of the seventh and eighth centuries, or the history of particular monasteries, rulers or Buddhist lineages. What has disappeared for those inside Tibet is the link between the past and the present. This link has been broken systematically by the imposition of an alien political ideology, exported from industrial Europe, and the physical destruction of texts and objects. The effect of the period of mental cleansing – which was at its most intrusive in the 1950s and sixties – has been to kill the processes of thought and memory that define a society, and enable the people within it to communicate and interact. This rupture has left those in Tibet, both Tibetans and Chinese, in a state of something like atrophy. As Nadezhda Mandelstam wrote in Hope Against Hope, her memoir of Stalin’s terror, ‘An existence like this leaves its mark. We all became slightly unbalanced mentally – not exactly ill, but not normal either: suspicious, mendacious, confused and inhibited.’

It was only towards the end of my time in Tibet in the fall of 1999 that I came to understand the extent of the abnormality. The Lhasa hotel I was staying in, the Raidi, was under surveillance. There was nothing peculiar about that. I had been in the Tibet Autonomous Region for too long, and try as I might, the places I went to and the people I met prevented me from seeming the tourist I claimed to be. So there were men, Chinese men in double-breasted suits, who came to the hotel each day and asked questions and examined my room when I was not there. A man with a wide-brimmed hat sat in the window of the shop opposite, watching people going in and out of the hotel.

All this I could accept, although it made me sick with tension. What shocked me was the discovery, a little later, that the smiling, joking Tibetan receptionist, barely out of her teens, with whom I chatted casually most days, was working for the PSB, the Public Security Bureau. I was told that she was required to report foreign tourists who behaved suspiciously: if they met the wrong sort of people, if they spoke Tibetan, if they had professional-standard film cameras, if they knew too much. She did not want the job. Her father had been compromised by the PSB over a minor irregularity; she had no choice but to do it.

To Tibetans in Lhasa, none of this seemed strange. It was how things worked. Anyone, even a member of your family, might be betraying you. Most of the betrayers betrayed not for political or financial gain, but because they felt they had no alternative.

Around this time, I was talking to a very old Tibetan man, a doctor, at his house by the Barkhor. He said in passing that he felt like screwing up his new Conduct Agreement and trampling it beneath his feet. I asked him what a Conduct Agreement was, and he produced it, a document that every resident of his part of Lhasa had been made to sign.

It was titled Responsibilities of the People, and there were headings such as ‘Defending the Security and Stability of Society’ and ‘Education in Political Ideology’. The tone was threatening, with talk of fines, neighbourhood committees, model compounds and model families, like China in the days before Deng.


The people must love their motherland, oppose splittists and defend the unity of the motherland and the friendship and solidarity of the nationalities. The townsfolk must show their respect for Party policies by refraining from engaging in activities that are detrimental to the image and interests of the Party and the government. They must display their political loyalty clearly by opposing the splittists resolutely, not participating in political disturbances, refrain from watching such political disturbances, show no mercy to the splittists and avoid spreading rumours … Upon becoming aware of or coming into contact with a suspicious-looking person, they must immediately report the person to the authorities instead of hiding them.


The redundant political jargon was as bad as the content: the people, the Party, the motherland, the elusive solidarity of the nationalities and the danger of those who thought their own thoughts about how Tibet should be run; the splittists. It went on. There were rules on gatekeepers, rules on how to report your neighbour, rules on how much you should be earning, rules on contraception, rules on hygiene and rules on who could visit you and when.

Moments like this – the discovery of the existence of Conduct Agreements, or the plight of the chirpy young PSB agent – made me feel that I had fallen through a trapdoor to another level of comprehension. The place was ruled not by terror, as it had been once, but by constant mental supervision; the absence of freedom.
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The people of each nation are formed in part by their physical geography: the level of the Netherlands, the ice of the Arctic, the islands of Greece, the jungles of West Papua, the climate of England, they all create a culture, a way of seeing and doing. Tibet has always been varied and diverse, a nation of interactors and travellers, rather than the hermetic, forbidden land of European repute. A geographical treatise written by a Tibetan monk in around 1820 contains references to Louisiana, Rio de Janeiro, the department system in France and the imprisonment of a Corsican general named ‘Na-pa-li’ on charges of conquering most of Europe.

Tibet’s inaccessibility has long driven its people to roam, whether to spread religion, to trade or to fight. Thousands of years ago, its cultural borrowings extended to distant lands. Important roots of the Tibetan language can be found in the West, rather than in a Chinese or Sino-Tibetan proto-language. Some of the oldest words in Tibetan have Indo-European origins, including such linguistic staples as cow, wheat, pig, wheel, dog, rice, birth, star, kin and government. The linguist Christopher Beckwith has observed that ‘The famous Indo-European root that gives words for “king”, “royal”, “right”, “rights”, “reckoning”, and so forth, namely reg, “to touch” … is represented very richly in Old Tibetan.’ There are ‘remarkably good correspondences between Old Tibetan and Proto-Indo-European’.

As far back as 715, Arab soldiers joined forces with Tibetan imperial troops in a gruesome battle in Ferghana, a Central Asian outpost closer to Constantinople than it was to Changan (or Xian), the Tang dynasty capital of China. A case has even been made for the conceivable influence of the First Book of Kings on an eighth-century Tibetan historical narrative, The Testament of Ba, perhaps via ‘Nestorian Christians, Manichaeans, and Jewish merchants operating along the Silk Road’.

Today, ethnic Tibetans stretch from northern Amdo to the Kunlun Shan, across the Changtang to the Himalayas and over to Sikkim, back through the high deserts and snow mountains to Lhasa, up to Chamdo, on to Lithang and down to the hot forests on the border of Burma. The common bond is indefinable. Religion, language, jokes, appearance, dress and social convention all go some way towards explaining it. The historian Tsering Shakya delved into tradition and came up with the eating of tsampa, roasted barley flour, as the defining mark. ‘During the height of Tibetan resistance to Chinese rule in 1959,’ he observed, ‘a letter appeared in the only Tibetan newspaper, The Mirror. It was symbolically addressed to “All Tsampa Eaters”. Here the writer has gone back to the most basic element which united people … tsampa is the sub-particle of Tibetanness. It transcends dialects, sects, gender and regionalism.’

Tsampa-eaters have never had the security that comes from a soft, pliant landscape and fixed national boundaries. Survival depends on constant self-reliance. If you walk too far east from London, or too far west from Tokyo, you will fall into the sea; but on the vast, sprawling continent of Asia, borders are uncertain. Where does Tibet begin and China end? Where does India end and China begin? The Chinese government lays claim to much of the Indian state of Arunachal Pradesh. India lays claim to territory inside the Tibet Autonomous Region. The exiled Tibetans lay claim to parts of Sichuan.

In the days of empire, Tibetan power stretched as far north as Turkestan, as far east as Changan, as far south as the banks of the Ganges and as far west as Afghanistan. It was a massive, fluctuating sphere of influence, pulsating out from central Tibet, sustained by frequent battles and a network of shifting alliances. A millennium later, ethnic Tibet and political Tibet had become disjointed. Tibetans were spread across the Himalayas and up into China, but although their ultimate spiritual loyalty may usually have lain in Lhasa, political allegiance varied. The source of authority in different parts of the giant, impervious Tibetan plateau ranged from the Lhasa government, to the Chinese emperor, to a temporarily dominant warlord, to a large local monastery.

During Tibet’s brief period of de facto independence between the First World War and 1950, the Tibetan government controlled territory roughly corresponding to the borders of today’s Tibet Autonomous Region. Like the Balkans, Tibet’s fringes have long been inhabited by a patchwork of different ethnic groups: a Han Chinese village, a Hui Muslim village, a Qiang village and a Tibetan village may sit side by side. In the Chinese provinces of Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan – which border Tibet – there has for many years been a substantial ethnic Tibetan population, living on untamed land that was often under no clear external control. In modern times, Beijing’s response to this diversity has been to carve out nominally autonomous Tibetan counties and prefectures within the four border provinces. More Tibetans now live there than in the Tibet Autonomous Region itself.

According to official Chinese census statistics (which are regarded by demographers as wanting but usable) there are today around 2.5 million Tibetans in the Tibet Autonomous Region and 2.9 million in Qinghai, Gansu, Sichuan and Yunnan. But if you take the province of Qinghai, for instance, which has almost all of its land under ‘autonomous prefecture’ designations, there are approximately 838,000 Tibetans and 619,000 Chinese living in Tibetan prefectures, and another 141,000 Tibetans and 799,000 Chinese living in non-Tibetan autonomous areas. In Sichuan, a province of 85 million people, there are 1.2 million Tibetans living in Tibetan prefectures, but the same areas also contain 780,000 non-Tibetans. So although the autonomy of these prefectures and counties is largely fictional and their boundaries are often inept, it is apparent that the different ethnic groups within them could never be easily disentangled.

The exiled Tibetan government in Dharamsala (‘by far the most serious’ government-in-exile in the world, according to the Economist magazine) has responded to this complex, historic demographic problem in a dramatic way. To keep things simple, it lays claim to all land inhabited by Tibetans, covering a total of 2.5 million square kilometres, more than twice the area of the Tibet Autonomous Region. Astonishingly, this territorial sleight has been swallowed and endorsed by most foreign supporters of the Tibetan cause, despite much of the land, especially in the north and east, never having been administered from Lhasa.

I had tried asking the Dalai Lama’s foreign minister, T.C. Tethong, why the exiled government maintained a claim over territory that it did not control before 1950. Surely this position weakened its chances of ever reaching an accommodation with the Chinese government? His response was loose: they were ‘still looking into it’. The border was based on ‘ancient claims’, as well as on oral history and the demands of different Tibetan exile groups. ‘We made our map so as not to leave out any Tibetans,’ he said, ‘so that they didn’t feel isolated. We are going for the whole of Tibet. But I accept there will have to be give and take. His Holiness the Dalai Lama wants a fair compromise.’

The demand for a greater Tibet is rooted in the politics of displacement. In order to maintain the unity of the émigré community after the Dalai Lama’s flight across the Himalayas in 1959, his exiled administration developed the idea of a giant, theoretical Tibet. In the early 1960s, with the arrival in India, Nepal and Bhutan of large numbers of Tibetan refugees (many of them from the border areas close to China, who had endured the worst of the reforms and suppression), it became necessary to develop a pan-Tibetan identity. Its focus was the idea of ‘Po Cholkha Sum’, the unity of the three historic regions of ethnic Tibet: Amdo, Kham and U-Tsang. People who had previously identified themselves with a particular region now became consciously Tibetan.

A sense of Tibetan nationhood was created deliberately, in exile. The Lhasa dialect served as the basis of a shared refugee language; a regimental banner devised in the 1920s by a wandering Japanese man (which had been displayed at the Asian Relations Conference in India in 1947), featuring red and blue stripes and a pair of snow lions, became the Tibetan national flag; a song written by the Dalai Lama’s tutor Trijang Rinpoche (himself a reincarnation of the Buddha’s chariot-driver) was adopted as Tibet’s national anthem; the Dalai Lama’s birthday became a day of popular celebration; and an invocation used at the new year festival of Losar, ‘tashi delek’ or ‘good luck’, was promoted as a versatile greeting, which could be picked up easily by foreign helpers.
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Three

My mental involvement with Tibet had started in the early 1980s, when I was about sixteen, provoked by an encounter with the Dalai Lama, whose style and exoticism caught my eye. I was being educated in vice and morality at a school for boys in northern England, physically and culturally isolated from the rest of the world, run by Roman Catholic monks. The Dalai Lama had expressed a wish to see a Christian monastery in operation, and we were the chosen venue. There was great anticipation. We were instructed to wear suits, since he was, after a fashion, a head of state. There were security preparations involving dogs and detectives. A documentary film was shown about the history of Tibet, which I remember in detail: the landscape shots, a caravan of horses and yaks making its way jerkily through a mountain pass, tall yellow hats, images of a religious ceremony, which I think must have been archive footage of the Dalai Lama’s own enthronement. I can even remember the angle at which I was watching the screen, from the back, on the left, in a wooden-panelled common room.

Some of the monks, our teachers, communicated the view that the visit was a great, historic honour. Others spoke in sardonic tones, debating the ethics of allowing a prominent denier of Christ into the hallowed sanctuary of the abbey, the monastery and the school. There was one old monk who spread a story which I think he must have gained from one of the fantastical travel books of the early twentieth century, or conceivably from Voltaire’s Dictionnaire Philosophique. He said that anywhere a Dalai Lama defecated at once became a Buddhist shrine, so foreigners of various kinds would now be bound to treat the place as a site of lasting pilgrimage. There would be no way of keeping them out, the Orientals, who would certainly come in numbers to revere the sacred excrement. The more simple-minded schoolboys appreciated this line, discussing the mechanics of the worship.

The Holder of the White Lotus arrived in rain with police cars and an entourage of Tibetan monks and Indian security men, some displaying automatic weapons. We stood in a rough line, waiting. He was in his forties, so young and uncelebrated, I realise now, looking back and seeing him against the backdrop of the heavy stone buildings, the distant sports fields, the old-style police cars, the drizzle, the memory of the England of my childhood, far from Tibet. He wore platform flip-flops and a maroon robe, vivid against the sombre black habits of the receiving monks. Joy poured from him; there was no trace of piety, the great Christian virtue. I remember having an urge to be noticed by him, to be picked out. He smiled and laughed and leaned forward, gripping each person’s hand in turn.

A little later, as he came out of the school theatre, he was intercepted by a long-haired American woman, fresh from Chicago. She was howling. In our isolation, far from women and far from America, such a sight was hardly imaginable. I got as close to the action as I could. She looked a little like Joni Mitchell. The gist of her message, communicated in noisy sobs, kneeling, hugging the Dalai Lama’s knees while damp security men darted about, was that the world needed him. She had been told in a dream to go to him, wherever he was, and help humanity in whatever way he thought best. I was struck by the seriousness with which he dealt with her, listening carefully to each word, unconcerned by the gawping schoolboys and his embarrassed hosts.

That was the beginning of my obsession with Tibet – or from this distance what looks like a beginning, although it did not feel like one at the time. I read a leaflet, issued by the Dalai Lama’s office, which explained the principles of reincarnation, and how he was chosen as the reborn version of his predecessor.


In 1935 the Regent of Tibet went to the sacred lake of Lhamo Latso, and had a vision of a monastery with roofs of jade green and gold, and a house with turquoise tiles. In 1937 high lamas and dignitaries carrying the secrets of the vision were sent to all parts of Tibet in search of the place that the Regent had seen in the waters. The search party that headed east was under the leadership of Lama Kewtsang Rinpoche of Sera Monastery. When they arrived in Amdo, they found a place matching the description of the secret vision. The party went to the house with Kewtsang Rinpoche disguised as the servant, and a junior official disguised as the leader. The Rinpoche was wearing a rosary that had belonged to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, and the little boy of the house recognised it and demanded that it be given to him. Kewtsang Rinpoche promised to give it to him if he could guess who he was, and the boy replied that he was ‘Sera aga’, which means in the local dialect ‘a lama of Sera’. Then the Rinpoche asked who the leader was and the boy gave his name correctly; he also knew the name of the real servant. This was followed by a series of tests that included the choosing of correct articles that had belonged to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, including a walking stick and drum. In 1940 the Fourteenth Dalai Lama was enthroned.


I was captivated by the romance of this scene: the search party setting off, finding the house with the turquoise tiles, disguising the lama as a servant and identifying the chosen child, who could recognise a walking stick and a drum. It was only some years later, when I read the memoirs of a member of the Dalai Lama’s family, that I saw the background was more complex. The Dalai Lama’s great-uncle and elder brother were important reincarnate lamas in Amdo, his uncle was financial controller of nearby Kumbum monastery, and the region’s notoriously brutal Muslim warlord, Ma Bufang – who was personally instrumental in choosing the Dalai Lama – turned out to be a friend of his mother’s family.

I began to read about Tibet, its life, religion and traditions, its rulers and ruled. Looking back through sheared, overlapping memories, trying to get a glimpse of the past, it is hard to be sure what made me feel such instinctive devotion to Tibet. I can see another version of myself responding, with similar instincts but different knowledge.

In essence, there were two things that drew me: the place and the spirit.

Tibet was as far as you could go. It was a harsh, remote, untouched land, outside time and geography, where ideas could be projected and dreams could be lived, a high plateau the size of western Europe, the most mountainous country on earth and nearly the most sparsely populated, a place of physical angularity and limitless expansion where perceptions of space and distance altered, a land of blue sheep, blood pheasants and barking deer, ringed by snow peaks and impassable high-altitude deserts, dropping to fields of jasmine, sky-blue poppies, apricot orchards, incandescent turquoise lakes and hillsides of juniper; a place of serenity, where the enlightened chose to return after death and reincarnate themselves in human form for the good of all sentient beings; of names that rolled from your mouth: Pandatsang, Chomolungma, Dekyilingka, Dorje; of ancient monasteries with smoking butter lamps, wrathful deities, prostrating nuns, flailing oracles, revelatory trances and shaven-headed incarnations in maroon robes, cloistered in meditation, the low cry of human thigh-bone trumpets and the rhythm of soft, guttural chanting flowing down the valleys with the snow-melt; nomads and herders, amulets close to the skin, children wrapped in sheepskins, pushing flocks of yak and dzo, the yak–cow crossbreed, through the mountain passes, heading for the fragrant grasslands as their ancestors had always done. This was Tibet, before I went there: a place of dreams, a place to feel at home.

I was not the first to fall for such an idea of this remote land. Later, I came to know that it had been coveted in this way for centuries, and that my fellow travellers included Tintin, Franklin Roosevelt, Heinrich Harrer, Madame Blavatsky, Sherlock Holmes and Lara Croft. Sometimes I felt that most of the Western world saw Tibet as a place of distant realisation. ‘Do you know what the Lama says?’ asks Bill Murray’s character in the cult comic movie Caddyshack. ‘He says, “Oh, ah, there won’t be any money, but when you die, on your deathbed, you will receive total consciousness.” So I got that goin’ for me, which is nice.’ The computer game heroine Lara Croft, with her erupting breasts and 9mm Uzis, sees Tibet as a place of initiation into heroism. She throws off her aristocratic past and begins a career as an adventurer when her plane crash-lands in the Himalayas, returning to Tibet on a mission in Tomb Raider II. In John Updike’s Rabbit at Rest, failing, dying Harry Angstrom tells his lover Thelma, ‘The only country over there I’ve ever wanted to go to is Tibet. I can’t believe I won’t make it. Or never be a test pilot, like I wanted to be when I was ten.’ Angstrom has ‘always been curious about what it would feel like to be the Dalai Lama. A ball at the top of its arc, a leaf on the skin of a pond.’ A decade on, at the end of the millennium, his grandson Roy returns to the theme in Rabbit Remembered, e-mailing his grandmother: ‘What really took my interest in the news is this Tibetan boy just my age who was the second most important lama in the world and escaped by walking several days through a blizzard in the Himmeleyas, hes called the KARMAPA. On the same website I read where the Dolly Lama (the most important lama) said of YK2 “Millennium? The sun and the moon are the same to me.” ’

Tibetans themselves believe they come from somewhere special. Implicit in Tibetan Buddhist teaching is the idea of Tibet as a sacred land. The prophecy of Shambhala, found in the scriptures of the Kalachakra initiation, projects a huge, mythical kingdom ruled by a congenial monarch, shaped like a lotus and encircled by a range of snow peaks. The kingdom may be in the mind; or it may be real. The nineteenth-century Hungarian scholar Csoma de Körös suggested with admirable precision that Shambhala was to be found ‘between 45° and 50° north latitude … where the increase of the days from the vernal equinox till the summer solstice amounted to twelve Indian hours, or four hours, forty-eight minutes, European reckoning’. It was an idea taken up by James Hilton, the author of the mawkish Goodbye, Mr Chips, in his 1933 novel Lost Horizon, when he coined the now universal term ‘Shangri-La’, to mean an imaginary secret paradise. Hilton’s Shangri-La was a place where wisdom and knowledge were preserved from the ravages of the madding world by an elite gang of old men, led by a Capuchin monk named Father Perrault, in the Valley of the Blue Moon, somewhere inside Tibet. A mountainous region on the Yunnan–Sichuan border now markets itself to tourists as the ‘real’ Shangri-La.

Hugh Richardson, Britain’s last representative in Lhasa, who in 1943 signed the treaty which gave up British extra-territorial rights in China, once mentioned to me in a letter ‘a quotation from Newbolt which I can’t find, “The mind’s Tibet where none has gone before”.’ I liked this phrase. Everyone has a Tibet of the mind, a notion of a pure, distant land, a place of personal escape, the heart of lightness. For some, it may be glimpsed through music, or fasting, or drugs, or prayer, or excessive exercise, or perfect love. It is the imaginary paradise, the cool correlative of the desert island with palms, coconuts and Gauguin’s women. I searched for the phrase ‘the mind’s Tibet’ in the writings of the patriotic British poet Henry Newbolt, zipping through lines on a database, but without success. I decided to ask Hugh Richardson if he could remember where the phrase came from, but before I could, he died, at the age of ninety-four, while Al Gore and George W. Bush squabbled over chads, and the last link in a shared history was broken, leaving ‘the mind’s Tibet’ elusive and unlocated.

[image: image]

In 1986 I travelled through the Tibetan borderlands as a tourist, spending time in Kumbum and other parts of Amdo, as well as in Chinese cities such as Xian and Beijing. I realise now that I saw and comprehended little of substance. I was looking for the wrong things, concentrating on the experiences of travel and the reactions of the foreign tourists around me, rather than on the place itself. Aspects of Tibetan and Chinese conduct that I took to indicate ignorance, hostility or insipidity I see now to have been no more than automatic, conditioned fear, the responses of a society emerging from trauma, of people who have passed through terror and know that nothing will be gained from frankness, certainly when dealing with something as unstable as an outsider.

I felt I was perceiving things more clearly when I spent the next summer living in the monastery at Tsechokling, near the headquarters of the Dalai Lama’s exiled government. I learned the exiles’ view of their native land, seeing this as necessarily more authentic and truthful than the controlled version I had seen the year before. The scale of Tibet’s dislocation seemed to become clear then, viewed from a distance in the relatively free society of India (politically chaotic, but unconstrained), so that the suffering and victimhood of the entire Tibetan people in the years following 1950 replaced my own memories of the place I had seen. Tibet became for me, at that time, a land of certainties: an independent country had been invaded by Chinese Communists, who destroyed six thousand monasteries and killed 1.2 million people, an exact figure, one-fifth of the population.

Tibet became the cause to which I attached myself, writing leaflets, making speeches, going on demonstrations. Much of this attachment was a reaction to my own world, a case of what George Orwell called ‘transferred nationalism’. A movement that has since been termed post-Seattle politics was beginning. Ideologies were viewed as weights from the past, discredited by the ways they could be seen to have failed. Party politics were being replaced by particular causes and concerns. The Tibetan cause became a central part of my life, and many friendships and relationships developed from it. When I was leaving university, determined above all to live on my wits and not be an employee, the chronicling of Britain’s 1904 invasion of Tibet and its leader Francis Younghusband became an obvious route out.

Spending time over the years with Tibetan exiles, but not returning to Tibet itself, my image of a promised, damaged land grew. Coming from a materially rich but spiritually confused world, I could not help but be drawn by the character, feeling and serenity of many of the Tibetans I met, by their capacity for dealing equably with whatever life threw at them. Many had passed through intense personal suffering, but seemed to have found a way, through their religious or cultural beliefs, of coping with it. Sometimes, their pain was internalised and liable to emerge in another form, but often it seemed to have been faced, and dissolved.

Poverty can kill you, but widespread affluence does not bring happiness. It is one of the gravest problems of overdeveloped societies. Depression, stress, weight fixation and loose rage flourish in rich countries; in poor countries, people have other things to worry about.

I remember a moment in a pristine shopping centre in southern England. There were clean metal elevators, themed shops, designed spaces, corporate brands and coffee bars. As I rose sleekly from one floor to another, looking down through the glass and light, I felt that few people in this shoppers’ paradise seemed content. There was an air of anxiety, as if time was running out for all of them. It brought me back to a moment in Tibet, to a memory of a group of men and women sitting, laughing, on the edge of a field of barley after a morning’s harvest, wearing wide-brimmed hats to keep off the strong sun, each one spinning wool on a spindle, or carving a wooden peg, telling a joke, passing the day. In the free world, the invented world, there is little time for being. Each step is managed, and you have to work ever harder to get the money to buy the things that will keep you from falling out of the system. The people in the shopping centre had everything, but all they wanted was more, because having everything did not make life easier for them; they had to run just to stand still.

For Tibetans, the idea of self-loathing or of loneliness in a crowd is hard to comprehend; there is no way to translate, for instance, the concept of low self-esteem into Tibetan. You are what you are. Mental disturbance or illness is understood, but formless anguish is not. This is something that the Dalai Lama has noticed and tried to respond to, and is one of the reasons for his global allure – the hope that he might provide some answers.

In his book Freedom in Exile, he wrote:


There are a lot of people in the West who live very comfortably in large cities, but virtually isolated from the broad mass of humanity. I find this very strange – that under the circumstance of such material well-being and with thousands of brothers and sisters for neighbours, so many people appear able to show their true feelings only to their cats and dogs. This indicates a lack of spiritual values, I feel. Part of the problem here is perhaps the intense competitiveness of life in these countries, which seems to breed fear and a deep sense of insecurity.


An old Tibetan refugee who lived in India once told me about a trip he had made to see his daughter, in Zurich. It was a baffling experience. They went to visit friends, but everyone was too busy to stop and talk. Sometimes, you would go to someone’s house and they would not even invite you in to sit down, or offer you anything to eat. Children would spend their time addressing computer games rather than talking. If you went to a party, you would be expected to arrive and leave at a certain time, and to bring a bottle of alcohol with you. Machines, rather than humans, were used to mend the roads, but unemployed people were funded generously by the state. Oddest of all, he said, in a land where people always seemed too busy to stop and chat, was their behaviour when they had a chance to relax. On hot days, the residents of the city would go to a park filled with people, but once there they would try to avoid contact or conversation, and pretend they were alone. Although he had been intrigued by his time in Zurich, the common social behaviour there was outside his comprehension.

In the wealthy world, the pervasive sense of lack drives people to worship at the oddest shrines, and to seek a solution to their formless malaise in bogus shamanism, crystal therapy, hands-free massage, rebirthing, sun salutations, flotation and pesticide-free food. Some people abandon the search for a transcendent explanation quickly, settling on materialism as an alternative, while others continue it for a lifetime. The process of being born and raised within the rituals of an established religion, which has been automatic for most people through the whole of human history, becomes rarer with each year that passes. For many people in rich countries, the certainties of earlier generations now seem implausible, especially the theories and dogmas of revealed religions.

For me, Tibetan Buddhism was a workable approach. Leaving the Roman Catholic faith of my childhood was not hard. It had long seemed less than credible, although its rituals could be reassuring and I liked the emphasis on moral inquiry. But the creator god, the conjuring of bread and wine into flesh and blood, the ban on contraception, the promotion of Christ’s sexless mother as an example to women, the harassment of dissident clergy, the thought that ex-cathedra pronouncements by the Pope should be taken seriously – all of these things had pushed me away from my inherited faith.

Buddhism appeared to create contentment among its followers, and reincarnation seemed a fair explanation of what happened to the spirit after death. So my admiration was partially utilitarian: it felt good to be around Tibetans, and if their religion brought good to them, it was worth pursuing. The outward aspects of Tibetan Buddhism, and the celibate male hierarchy running the show, were what I found least appealing, although I still respected the Dalai Lama. It was the Buddhist explanation of life, the universe and everything that drew me, rather than the ritual or the theology.

I was also drawn by the central principle that suffering is universal and pleasure is transient. In secular Western thought, an expectation of permanent satisfaction has become deeply ingrained, and is an important cause of the prevailing discontent. People believe that they can expect fair treatment from life. The idea that loss, death and suffering are to be expected has become obsolete, and a relatively minor trauma can provoke great emotional upset. The Buddha taught in the First of the Four Noble Truths that ‘discontentment, unhappiness and disappointment are universal … all the things we desire and cherish, not least our own lives, must eventually come to an end’. The Second Noble Truth states that suffering is caused by desire, and that the immediate satisfaction of desire brings only illusory, passing pleasure. By surrendering the self and attempting to break down the delusions of desire, ignorance and hatred, it is possible to find freedom from suffering, and to attain a state of liberation. This free state of mind should be our aspiration. The Dalai Lama has gone as far as to say that ‘the very purpose of our life is happiness’.

Buddhists use the Sanskrit term samsara to mean the cycle of existence, the way we live, the endless round of birth, death and rebirth, where the imprints of the actions of earlier lives and delusions return to mark the present. Our state of existence is characterised by the forces of karma, the law of cause and effect, the idea that everything that you do, will, in time, rebound upon you. The only way I could make sense of random suffering (a child mutilated in war, the numerous victims of famine, a loving parent dead in a pointless accident) was by believing that it was linked to earlier actions which had, in some way, returned. This is a deeply unfashionable belief, which offends the sensibilities of both Christians and secularists. When the England football manager Glenn Hoddle suggested that disabilities might be caused by misdeeds in earlier lives he was obliged to resign, with Britain’s prime minister, Tony Blair, leading the chorus of derision against him. In fact, Hoddle was merely expressing, in a slightly muddled way, a principle that is followed by around a quarter of the world’s population, Hindus and Buddhists, who believe that every action has an eventual reaction.

At its worst, a belief in karma – what Tibetans call ‘las’ – can lead to fatalism of a stultifying kind, where a person’s distressed condition is blamed on actions committed many lifetimes before. In orthodox Hindu society I had seen this attitude taken to an extreme, with individual poverty and suffering treated with ritual indifference and blamed on an immutable law of nature that had led people to low birth. I did not perceive cause and effect in this way, but more as a recognition that negative actions can rebound in unexpected ways. People who are violent may be drawn to conflict and end up suffering a violent death; those who are bewitched by money may be consumed by fear and worry about maintaining their wealth, and destroy any pleasure they had hoped to obtain from it; those who are cruel to animals are more likely to be attacked by them; the angry and frustrated can become imprisoned within their own frustration.

The other principle that attracted me to Tibetan Buddhism was its stress on empathy and compassion, for all living beings. This was something which seemed to work in practice, as well as in theory, and to give a richness and constancy to Tibetan lives. The Dalai Lama has pointed out that it is a doctrine with wide implications, and that ‘whilst generally translated simply as compassion, the term nying-je has a wealth of meaning that is difficult to convey succinctly … It connotes love, affection, kindness, gentleness, generosity of spirit and warm-heartedness. It is also used as a term of both sympathy and endearment.’ For a Tibetan, it is a principle that has to be adhered to even at times of hardship and provocation, as an expression of shared suffering. Although I had met Tibetans who were untrustworthy and aggressive, there did seem to be a shared, culturally embedded sense of nying-je.

As I studied Buddhism more closely, some of the failings began to show, and I noticed the schisms, bigots, frauds, hypocrites and predators that you would find in any ecclesiastical system. I was put off too by the tone of many of the foreign converts, who thought they could strip the tradition of its tough ethical underpinnings. They were implausible, with their showy accoutrements of conversion, their beads and bracelets, their devotion to instant spiritual empowerment, their reliance on airport-hopping teachers who were not always taken seriously by Tibetans. Then there were the prominent blunders: the teacher and promoter Sogyal Rinpoche, served with a lawsuit for seducing a student; and the Nyingmapa monk Penor Rinpoche who, in the most dubious circumstances, identified the high-kicking Hollywood action hero Steven Seagal (Marked for Death, Hard to Kill) as a reincarnation of the seventeenth-century master Chungdrag Dorje.

I was also cautioned by the Dalai Lama’s own refusal to pros-elytise. After long observation, he had decided that conversion usually led to confusion, and that without the support of the prevailing culture, it was hard to maintain your spiritual practice: ‘In the West, I do not think it advisable to follow Buddhism. Changing religions is not like changing professions. Excitement lessens over the years, and soon you are not excited, and then where are you? Homeless inside yourself.’ Sitting cross-legged in a Buddhist temple in the Himalayas or listening to silence in a Renaissance church in Florence, it is not hard to feel a sense of the spiritual. The difficulty comes at times of everyday frustration, like when your car breaks down in traffic, or you find yourself shopping against the clock in a packed supermarket. In these situations, the cerebral and the sublime disappear and the transcendent becomes irrelevant.

As time passed, some aspects of Tibetan Buddhist teaching remained with me, becoming part of my life, while others faded. I did not anticipate liberation from the cycle of existence, or an end to the experience of desire, however illusory I might know its satisfactions to be. When I had passed through the various stages of learning, inquiry and rejection, I was left with techniques of meditation and the philosophy of Buddhism; a way of looking. I felt no need to go through a process of declarative conversion, as you would when joining a revealed religion like Islam or Christianity. Instead I slipped into something near it, avoiding classification, borrowing and incorporating bits of another culture to make my own life easier.

[image: image]

Between 1987 and 1989, repeated protests and riots broke out in Lhasa. Disparate events began to lock together. Tibet Support Groups formed in the world’s wealthier countries, composed largely of people who had been moved by an encounter with Tibet or expatriate Tibetans. We gathered for the first time in 1990 in Dharamsala, listening to former prisoners’ testimonies and talking urgently of the need for networking and international coordination. There may even have been mention of e-mails and the internet, an invention that was over the next decade to transform the speed, extent and nature of our campaigning. Being around people with the same obsession, the same determination, was stimulating. We sat in the tea shops of McLeod Ganj, deliberating. Everyone tried hard to treat Richard Gere as if he were just another regular activist. There was a sense of momentum, that we were on the cusp of change. The approach might best be summed up in the mawkish words of Melissa Mathison Ford, screenwriter of both Kundun and E.T.: ‘I believe the Dalai Lama will return to Tibet, having saved His country, having completed the task set before Him in childhood. If He does not, we will all share in the blame. But if He does, we all share in the glory.’

Television documentaries and properly researched press coverage on Tibet’s plight started to appear. The Dalai Lama travelled more widely, without the restrictions of the past, being received by presidents and prime ministers. (His first visit to the USA had only been permitted in 1979.) He became an instantly recognisable global figure, with a moral weight behind him. Tibet stopped being obscure, a change that has its marking-point – the sort of arbitrary marking-point that writers of history enjoy – in a 1988 edition of the literary magazine Granta, when the writer Amitav Ghosh published a short piece titled ‘Tibetan Dinner’. The article described a fund-raising event in New York, staffed by fashionable people eating salmon and asparagus momos, with a displaced Tibetan monk sitting at the end of the table. Ghosh thought the man looked ‘a little guilty … Or perhaps he was merely bewildered.’


It cannot be easy to celebrate the commodification of one’s own suffering. But I couldn’t help feeling that if the lama, like the actor [Gere, again], really wanted to make Tibet a household word in the western world, he wasn’t setting about it in the right way. He’d probably have done better if he’d turned it into an acronym … And sold the rights to it to a line of detergents or even perhaps a breakfast cereal.


This is, in a roundabout way, what happened. Tibet – the export version, the mind’s Tibet – went from being obscure to cult-fashionable to mainstream in a decade.

The tone of the support altered. I remember a meeting in the late 1980s of the world’s oldest Tibetophile organisation, the Tibet Society of the UK, in a draughty hall near Trafalgar Square. I was sitting near the front in unkempt trousers with sparse rows of retired colonial servants lined up behind me. There was a long debate about a letter that the organisers – the Council, I think they called themselves – were sending to The Times. Their last letter had not been published, and there was discussion about the possible reasons for this, and the appropriate form of the next letter. Later in the proceedings, a woman stood up and offered fraternal greetings to the Tibet Society from the newly formed Tibet Support Group.

I decided to join the Tibet Support Group. We got an office the size of a cupboard, and an Apple Mac LC. More members appeared. Media coverage grew. Someone held a party to raise money for a fax machine. Events and stunts unfolded. I joined the executive and edited the magazine. We moved to a bigger office, and the membership grew into thousands. There were long and frequent meetings to discuss strategy. We took on more paid staff, held exhibitions and marches, boycotted exploiting companies and changed our name to Free Tibet Campaign. Celebrities (some serious, some frivolous) attached themselves to the cause. The movement grew rapidly across Europe and North America. Students for a Free Tibet swept through the campuses of the United States, expanding to hundreds of chapters worldwide. The Washington-based International Campaign for Tibet gained a formidable public profile, bringing Hollywood on board.

Tibetan imagery started to appear in the press, as well as in transitory media such as fashion catalogues, advertisements, flyers, artworks and magazine covers, carrying a weight of meaning that would have been impossible in the past. Across the rich world, every shop window seemed to carry a poster promoting the Dalai Lama. Musicians incorporated Tibetan Buddhist notions into their lyrics. There was a group called Nirvana and a song called Shambhala. The magazine Vanity Fair had the sentence ‘A Lhasa-ing we will go … Diki Tsering, revered as “Grandmother of Tibet”, offers tales from the bearskin rug in her autobiography, Dalai Lama, My Son.’ Such lines made me recall the days when you had to say, ‘Lhasa, the capital of Tibet,’ in the way you might say ‘Ouagadougou, the capital of Burkina Faso.’ Young British Tibetans become models and designers, appearing in i-D magazine dressed in Duffer of St George and Paul Smith, spurning the immigrants’ jobs and immigrants’ clothes of their parents.

Everything seemed to be going well. Free Tibet Campaign was thriving. The plight of Tibet was becoming mainstream. Governments hardened their line and lobbied China over Tibetan political prisoners. Bill Clinton promoted the need for dialogue with the Dalai Lama at a historic joint press conference held with Jiang Zemin in Beijing in 1998, and broadcast live across the People’s Republic of China. ‘I have spent time with the Dalai Lama,’ he declared. ‘I believe him to be an honest man, and I believe that if he had a conversation with President Jiang, they would like each other very much.’

I took some time to realise that none of this seemed to have had the slightest effect on the Chinese government.

It was a wish to get back to Tibet, to see it unmediated by the versions or hopes of others, that set me on the road to Lhasa in the summer of 1999. More than a decade had passed since I had been there, and I was drawn back by a sense that the practicalities of daily life were being drowned out both by Communist restriction and the white noise of foreign sympathy. I wanted to move forward from the image I had created for myself during the years among exiles and campaigners.

There were many obstacles. I did not want to leave those I loved, my wife and my children in particular, with the practical and emotional problems that months of absence would bring for them, and for me. Beijing’s political control was so tight that anyone I came into contact with might be compromised; I was a known activist, tainted. By meeting someone, or doing an interview, I would be attracting neighbourhood snoopers, or at worst the PSB and their gruesome cousins the SSB, the State Security Bureau. I would have to disguise names and locations when writing about the trip. I rejected the idea of travelling above board as a journalist, since it would involve a brief Potemkin tour in the charge of Communist officials, during which I would see nothing. There were linguistic problems. To speak with people in the provinces of ethnic Tibet (Kham, Amdo, Tö and U-Tsang) I would need several dialects of Tibetan, and at least two dialects of Chinese. I spoke none of these languages properly, and would have to find interpreters who could be relied on both professionally and politically.

The trip took much preparation. I avoided the network of contacts used by foreign journalists and campaigners, in particular the helpers linked to the Dalai Lama’s exiled government, who had in the past been compromised. Instead, I followed the advice of people I trusted, and decided to move as informally as possible, looking like a tourist, starting in the border regions of Sichuan, where political control was comparatively lax. From there, I would make a gradual, fluid journey of around 2500 miles across mountains, plains and grassland, travelling mainly by local bus and truck, through the border province of Gansu to Xining, visiting the Dalai Lama’s home village of Taktser, before threading down to the Tibet Autonomous Region, along the old trade route to the capital, Lhasa, on past the crab-claw turquoise lake the Yamdrok Tso to the Panchen Rinpoche’s historic seat at Shigatse, and out towards the sacred snow peak, Mount Kailash, trying to link the Tibet of the mind to a modern, physical reality.
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