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Historical Tibet traditionally comprised the regions of Ü-Tsang, Kham, and Amdo.

*

Disclaimer: This map is not to scale and is for illustrative purposes only. The boundaries shown are neither authenticated nor intended to reflect the official position of any government. For official boundaries, please refer to the Survey of India or the relevant authoritative sources.
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Preface

On March 17, 1959, in the darkness and frozen air of the night, I slipped out of the main gate of the Norbulingka Palace disguised and wearing a chuba, an everyday layman’s form of clothing. That began what turned out to be more than six decades of life in exile away from my homeland of Tibet. Although the seed that grew into my need to flee was sown by the Communist Chinese invasion of my country in 1950, the immediate trigger was the tension that had been building up in the Tibetan capital city of Lhasa, exploding into a people’s uprising on March 10, 1959. For nearly nine years, after the invasion, I had tried to come to some kind of accommodation with the Communist Chinese for the sake of my people’s well-being, but it was an impossible task. A few days after my departure, China’s People’s Liberation Army bombarded the city. In this way, the tragic tale of my homeland and people over the second half of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first unfolded.

Ever since first being forced into exile in India in 1959, my primary task has been the cause of Tibet and its people. I am now approaching my ninth decade. The issue of Tibet remains unresolved, while my homeland is still in the grip of repressive Communist Chinese rule. Tibetans inside Tibet continue to be deprived of their dignity as a people and their freedom to live their lives according to their own wishes and their culture, as they did for more than a millennium before 1950. Since any expression of Tibetan identity is seen today as a threat by Tibet’s new rulers, there is the danger that in the name of “stability” and “territorial integrity” attempts might be made to erase our civilization.

This book is, primarily, an account of more than seven decades of my dealing with successive leaders of Communist China on behalf of Tibet and its people. It is also an appeal to the conscience of the Chinese people—many of whom share with us a spiritual heritage in Mahayana Buddhism (which I refer to as the Sanskrit tradition)—as well as the broader international community, to care for the plight of the Tibetan people. Ours is an existential crisis: the very survival of an ancient people and their culture, language, and religion is at stake. Drawing on the lessons learned from my long period of engagement with Beijing, the book also aims to offer some suggestions on what might be the path forward. Given that ours is the struggle of a people with a long history of distinct civilization, it will, if necessary, continue beyond my lifetime. The right of the Tibetan people to be the custodians of their own homeland cannot be indefinitely denied, nor can their aspiration for freedom be crushed forever through oppression. One clear lesson we know from history is this: if you keep people permanently unhappy, you cannot have a stable society.




Introduction

Unlike all my other missions, which I have chosen for myself, the responsibility for the nation and people of Tibet was placed upon me the moment I was recognized as the Dalai Lama at the age of two. It was formalized in 1950, when I became Tibet’s temporal leader at the age of sixteen.* Since that time, I have carried the duty of protecting Tibet and its people as well as our culture at the center of my heart and will do so as long as I am alive.

This principal commitment is in addition to the other commitments that I have taken on as part of my life’s mission, including promoting fundamental human values based on a universal or secular approach to ethics, fostering interreligious understanding and harmony, and encouraging a deeper appreciation of India’s ancient wisdom and knowledge. In these other domains, I feel happy that I have been able to make some tangible contributions, through wide-ranging conversations, the writing of books, and extensive international visits.

In the case of Tibet, my first and most intimate charge, it has been much more difficult. I have tried my best, ceaselessly, to make openings for a negotiated settlement with the Chinese Communists, who invaded my country in 1950. There have been three periods of intense dialogue: in the 1950s, when I was resident in Tibet as a young leader; in the 1980s, when the Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping opened up China; and in the first decade of this century. In all other aspects of my life and in all other domains of my work, I have engaged with people who have shown a commitment to shared vision, an openness to trust, the honesty to express one’s thoughts even in disagreement, and the willingness to truly engage and learn. With the Chinese Communist leadership, from Chairman Mao Zedong to President Xi Jinping in the current era, sadly, the situation has been very different. I have often complained that the Chinese Communist leaders have only a mouth to speak but no ear to listen.

Take, for example, the white paper on Tibet issued by the Chinese government in May 2021. The document began with the statement that, after the Chinese invasion of 1950, the people of Tibet “broke free from the fetters of invading imperialism for good, embarking on a bright road of unity,” and today Tibetans enjoy “a stable social environment, economic and cultural prosperity.” According to this narrative, ever since Communist China’s “peaceful liberation” of Tibet, the Tibetan nation and people have been on a continuous upward trajectory to freedom, prosperity, and contentment within the family of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Had this been true, at any period since the invasion, how does one explain more than seven decades of continued resistance and resentment of China’s presence on the part of the Tibetans? It seems that Communist China has a simple answer: it’s because of “the splittist activity of the Dalai clique.” What they are referring to here is our long nonviolent campaign for the freedom of our people, and our efforts to save our unique language, culture, ecology, and religion. We Tibetans are the people who have traditionally inhabited the Tibetan plateau for millennia, and have every right to continue to be the custodians in our own homeland. The issue of Tibet is not about the matter of economic development, which we acknowledge as having improved significantly since the economic liberalization of the People’s Republic of China. The issue is about a people’s need and right to exist with their distinct language, culture, and religious heritage. Since the people inside Tibet have no freedom to speak out, it has fallen to me especially, since I came into exile in 1959, to be the voice of the voiceless.

While our goal remains to find a mutually agreeable negotiated solution, that aim would require in the end that the Tibetans and the Chinese sit down together and talk. Until such a negotiated solution is found, we Tibetans who are in the free world have the moral responsibility to continue to speak on behalf of our brothers and sisters inside Tibet. Doing so is neither anti-China nor “splittist.” Indeed, far from splitting, being honest and open is the only way to create the basis on which each side can understand and accommodate the needs of the other. Only when we have created an atmosphere where both sides can speak and negotiate freely can there be a lasting settlement.

We have been fortunate to have so many friends around the world who have stood in solidarity with us and our cause. Governments, especially at the parliamentary level, and international organizations across the free world have strongly supported our approach, which seeks genuine autonomy for Tibet—a middle way between the independence cherished by the Tibetans, on the one hand, and, on the other, the current reality on the ground that denies agency or any meaningful self-rule for the Tibetan people in their own homeland. A series of resolutions has been passed by the United Nations, by the European Parliament, and in many countries, including especially the United States, where, in addition to resolutions, important acts have been adopted.

We have been particularly fortunate in having received such a generous welcome and such continuing support from India and its people, including successive governments since I arrived in India as a refugee. From India’s first prime minister, Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, to the present prime minister, Narendra Modi, India has never wavered in its hospitality, generosity, and support to me, the Tibetan refugees, and our efforts at educating our youth and the rebuilding of our culture and institutions in exile. For me personally, this has been deeply heartwarming.

Ever since the seventh century, when the Buddhist texts were first translated from Sanskrit into Tibetan, we Tibetans have looked up to India as “the land of the noble ones” (Aryavarta). Our Buddhist tradition, which we cherish so deeply, came from India. Our written script was invented in the seventh century, taking the Indian Devanagari as its model. Our philosophies, psychology, logic, and cosmology are the gifts of the Indian Nalanda school. Our astro-sciences and calendar system are deeply enriched by the Indian Kalachakra tantra. Our medical science and practice have been influenced by Indian Ayurveda. So, to have found India as my second home has offered me a powerful anchor.

I have spent the greater part of my life in India. And I sometimes describe myself as a son of India. My mind has been nourished by India’s rich philosophical tradition, while my body has been fed by Indian rice and dal. When I used to travel internationally, I often stated that I am a messenger of two great gifts from India to humanity—religious pluralism and the teaching of ahimsa, the principle of nonviolence.

I have had more than seven decades of engagement with the People’s Republic of China since 1950. During this long period, we have seen at least five different eras within the leadership of the country. First, under Chairman Mao, ideology was prominent amid vast and constant social upheaval, culminating in the disastrous Cultural Revolution. Millions died and many more suffered tremendously. Then, in the era of Deng Xiaoping, ideology became less important and the stress was on wealth creation. Deng, in fact, became famous for his slogan “To get rich is glorious.” This was followed by the age of Jiang Zemin, during which Communist Party membership expanded to embrace other sectors of Chinese society, under the slogan “Three Represents.”* Next came the period of Hu Jintao and his slogan “socialist harmonious society,” where, at least on the surface, there was a focus on closing the growing wealth gap that had developed since the era of Deng. Today, China is under the leadership of Xi Jinping, who proclaimed the slogan of “New Era of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics.” Judging by Xi’s last decade in office, when it comes to individual freedom and everyday life, China seems to be reverting to the oppressive policies of Mao’s time, but now enforced through state-of-the-art digital technologies of surveillance and control. What we have in China is, in essence, market capitalism tied to a Leninist obsession with state control. This is a fundamental paradox—profoundly unstable because essential to capitalism is the opening up of the economy, which ultimately requires the opening up of society, while the fixation on control at every level by the Party requires the closing of society. These two polar forces are pulling in opposite directions. The question is, how long can this last?

Even within a history of approximately seventy-five years, there has been tremendous change hidden beneath the apparent continuity of a single governing Communist Party. Specifically, between the eras of Mao and Deng, change was fundamental and astonishingly swift. Those who are old enough to remember the Cold War might recall how the Soviet Union seemed so stable and enduring. But when change came, it did so with extraordinary speed and in ways very few Kremlinologists had predicted. One thing is for sure: no totalitarian regime, whether headed by an individual or a party, can last forever, because they abuse the very people they claim to speak for, and also yearning for freedom is a powerful force within human nature. Furthermore, the very nature of their rule—paranoid, suspicious, and afraid of ordinary citizens—makes totalitarian regimes inherently unstable, even if the gun may prevail in the short term. In the case of Communist China, the popular movement of students in 1989 in Tiananmen Square demonstrated the deep aspiration of the people for individual freedom and a real opening. Regardless of how China might look today from the outside, the simple fact remains that this aspiration for greater freedom has not gone away.

Thanks to Deng’s turn to capitalism and his opening up of China to the outside world, it is undeniable that today China is a major economic power. And of course, with economic power comes military might and international political influence. How the country exercises these newfound powers over the next decade or two will define its course for the foreseeable future. Will it choose the path of dominance and aggression, both internally and externally? Or will it choose the path of responsibility and embrace a constructive leading role on the world stage in meeting the collective challenges of humanity, such as peace, climate change, and the alleviation of poverty? Today, China stands at a crossroads. That it chooses the latter path is in the interest not only of the whole world but of the Chinese people themselves. In essence, this is a matter of the very heart of China as a country and its people. Here, I believe that resolving the long-standing problem of Tibet through dialogue would be a powerful signal, both to its own people and to the world, that China is choosing the second of these two paths. What is required on the part of their leadership are long-term vision, courage, and magnanimity.




Chapter 1

The Invasion and Our New Master

On October 7, 1950, some forty thousand soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army crossed the Drichu (Yangtze) River in Kham (eastern Tibet). By the nineteenth of the month, they had taken Chamdo as well as the governor of eastern Tibet, Ngabö Ngawang Jigme, who had been recently appointed to the post. Thus began Communist China’s invasion of my country. The newly independent India protested to the People’s Republic of China, stating that the invasion was not in the interest of peace in the region. I was only sixteen years old at the time, according to the Tibetan system of counting age. By then, I already had a suspicion that something terrible was looming, for I had once, snooping, seen a sign of disbelief on the face of Regent Tadrak Rinpoche as he read a letter presented to him.* I later discovered that the letter was in fact a telegram from Ngabö, the governor of eastern Tibet, reporting a raid on a Tibetan post by Chinese soldiers.

A few minutes later, the regent walked out of his room and gave orders to summon the Kashag (cabinet). On November 11, the Tibetan government appealed to the United Nations:


To the Secretary General of the United Nations,

The attention of the world is riveted on Korea where aggression is being resisted by an international force. Similar happenings in remote Tibet are passing without notice. It is in the belief that aggression will not go unchecked and freedom unprotected in any part of the world that we have assumed the responsibility of reporting through you recent happenings in the border area of Tibet. . . .

. . . The conquest of Tibet by China will only enlarge the area of conflict and increase the threat to the independence and stability of other Asian countries.



Only El Salvador attempted to place Tibet on the agenda of the General Assembly of the United Nations. Sadly, none of the great powers supported the move. One would have hoped, given Great Britain’s historical involvement in Tibet, including the signing of bilateral agreements, such as the Lhasa and the Simla Conventions (respectively of 1904 and 1914), that it would have had greater sympathy and might have stood by us, especially at this crucial moment in Tibet’s history. The world seemed to have abandoned us.

Great Britain and the other powers asserted there was a lack of clarity about Tibet’s exact status. Yet they knew very well that in 1950 Tibet was an independent nation. The status of Tibet’s independence according to international law was confirmed later by the International Commission of Jurists in 1959, following my escape into exile. The tragic irony is that it was, in fact, Great Britain and Russia, the two empires competing for power in Central Asia in what came to be called the Great Game, who were among those responsible for muddying the waters of Tibet’s international status. Great Britain, in particular, had dealt with Tibet directly as an independent nation capable of making decisions on its own. It had even supplied weapons so Tibet could protect its eastern border against the Chinese. Yet it had also conducted bi-party negotiations with Nationalist China as if the latter had some claim over Tibet, invoking the obscure concept of suzerainty* and distinguishing it from sovereignty. If you will allow me to provide some historical context, Britain chose not to appreciate the crucial difference between the Qing empire and the modern nation-state of China: The former was a Manchu empire that had, at various times, different nations under its protectorate. Modern China, on the other hand, was claiming to be an anti-imperialist multi-nation state, not an empire. So the basic logic behind China’s claim over Tibet, even in terms of suzerainty rather than sovereignty, was flawed. The failure (or political unwillingness) to see through this flawed logic and the refusal to accept the actual facts on the ground that showed Tibet’s independence, as well as the various moves already made in the Great Game, are what had created the fog obscuring Tibet’s “legal status” from the international point of view.

Communist China’s invasion impacted me personally in a profound way. I remember hearing from the sweepers at the Potala Palace that posters had been put up around the Tibetan capital city, Lhasa, asking that I be given full temporal power. I was told that street songs were being sung by people demanding that the Dalai Lama be given his majority. The opinion on what to do, however, was divided—with one side saying that the Dalai Lama was too young, while others asserted that the time had indeed come to empower me. In the end, the Tibetan cabinet headed by the regent decided to consult the State Oracles.*

At a certain point in the ceremony, whose tense atmosphere was unmistakable given the stakes, one of the oracles, while in a trance, laid a kata (ceremonial white scarf) on my lap and shouted, “Dü la bab” (The time has come). So, on November 17, 1950, I was enthroned as Tibet’s temporal leader, two years before the traditional age in normal circumstances. To mark the occasion, I granted a general amnesty across Tibet and asked that all prisoners be freed.

Communist China’s forcible invasion thrust me into this leadership role. With a single stroke, it turned a carefree young boy into someone with the heavy responsibility of leading a nation under attack. This is why I often say that at age sixteen I lost my freedom. My country too suffered the same fate: by the end of November, about seven weeks after the invasion, Kham (eastern Tibet) had effectively fallen.

As the new leader of a people faced with the threat of full-scale war, toward the end of the year I decided in consultation with my cabinet to send delegations to India, the United States, Great Britain, and Nepal, hoping to persuade these countries to intervene on our behalf. I also sent a delegation to Chamdo in eastern Tibet with the hope that we could negotiate a withdrawal of China’s army from our territory. With the Communist Chinese forces consolidating in eastern Tibet, it was decided that I should move with the cabinet from Lhasa to Yadong (Yatung) near the Indian border, in case we needed to flee the country. Strangely, one of my first major acts as Tibet’s ruler turned out to be the escape toward the Indian border. My mother took this opportunity to go to India on a pilgrimage, and she left accompanied by my youngest brother, Tenzin Choegyal.

The People’s Liberation Army meanwhile paused at Gyamda, near the western borders of Kham. The road to Lhasa was open, but they wanted to take the rest of the country without the use of force. We had no option but to authorize a delegation to go to Beijing to conduct a negotiation forced upon us. It was the same governor of eastern Tibet, Ngabö, who was chosen to lead this delegation. We told Ngabö that he could open negotiations with my authority on the condition that the Chinese advance no farther. In April 1951, my delegation arrived in Beijing and formal discussions began.

Although there was sporadic communication with the team by wire at the beginning, thereafter there was silence while I waited at the monastery in Yadong. Then, on May 23, 1951, while listening to my old Bush radio, I heard on the Tibetan-language broadcast from Radio Peking that a Seventeen-Point Agreement for the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet had been signed that day by the People’s Republic of China and what was described as “the local government of Tibet.” You can imagine my shock. The broadcast went on to say Tibet had been occupied for the last hundred years by aggressive imperial forces who had carried out all kinds of deceptions and provocations, plunging the people into the depths of enslavement and suffering. I felt physically sickened by this cocktail of lies and insults.

Only after my delegation returned to Lhasa did I discover what had actually happened during the negotiations. My representatives were coerced, insulted, abused, and threatened with personal violence against themselves as well as military action against the people of Tibet. As the delegation sat down to negotiate, they were presented with the already prepared text of a ten-point draft agreement. My delegation argued that Tibet is an independent country, and produced evidence to support the case. The Chinese side, of course, dismissed this. They then revised the original ten-point draft into a seventeen-point document and presented this as a final ultimatum. Under duress, the Tibetan delegation had no choice but to yield. In the absence of any communication with me or my government, Ngabö and his colleagues had no authority to sign any agreement on behalf of Tibet. Still, the Chinese asked if Ngabö had brought the official seal of the Tibetan government, and although he had the seal of the governor of eastern Tibet with him, he denied possessing any seal. Undeterred, the Chinese then forged new seals for each delegate and had the document signed on May 23, 1951, effectively in the individual names of the five Tibetan delegates.

On July 14, I received a delegation from China bearing a letter to me from Chairman Mao. I told Chinese General Chang Ching-wu that I would reply to Mao on the issue of the Seventeen-Point Agreement after I’d returned to Lhasa from Yadong and was able to consult with other Tibetan officials. Understandably, there was an intense debate within the Tibetan National Assembly in Lhasa as to whether I should return to the capital. I decided against fleeing to India from Yadong then, and turned down also an offer from the United States to broker a place of refuge. In the end, I decided that it was best to return to Lhasa, and in September 1951, the Tibetan National Assembly held a special session. Ngabö made a formal presentation of the supposed agreement. After a long debate, it was felt that we had no choice given the massive numbers of Communist Chinese troops at our door. At the time, the entire Tibetan army consisted of approximately 8,500 soldiers, while more than 80,000 battle-hardened soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army stood ready to march into Tibet. Tibet’s small force was armed mostly with old British Enfield rifles, machine guns, and mortars.

The Seventeen-Point Agreement opens with a preamble that presents a fanciful revision of the history of Tibet in relation to China—“the Tibetan nationality is one of the nationalities with a long history within the boundaries of China, . . . our great Motherland.” Let me quote the following key provisions:


	“The Tibetan people shall return to the big family of the Motherland—the People’s Republic of China.”

	“The local government of Tibet shall actively assist the People’s Liberation Army to enter Tibet and consolidate the national defense.”

	“The Tibetan people have the right of exercising national regional autonomy under the leadership of the Central People’s Government.”

	“The Central Government will make no change with regard to the existing political system in Tibet. The central authorities will not alter the established status, functions and powers of the Dalai Lama.”

	“The religious beliefs, customs, and habits of the Tibetan people shall be respected, and lama monasteries shall be protected.”

	“The spoken and written language and school education of the Tibetan nationality will be developed step by step in accordance with the actual conditions in Tibet.”*



Although the agreement was forced upon us, the text of the document clearly commits the People’s Republic of China to guaranteeing regional autonomy and self-government to Tibet, including freedom of religion, protection of language, custodianship of our land and its ecology, and our right to exist as a distinct people with its unique culture and heritage. This agreement became the basis of my government’s relationship with China until 1959, when I escaped. It also appeared to have become the basis for the position of some in the international community on the status of Tibet. There seems to be a strange contradiction here. Regardless of the geopolitical situation at the time, the fact remains that consideration of Tibet as having become part of the People’s Republic of China after 1950 accepts the justification of the rightness of conquest and the validity of an agreement signed under duress. On the part of Tibet, the Seventeen-Point Agreement was imposed on a coerced delegation and at the threat of a conqueror’s massed army at the door.

Even though Beijing would later justify its forcible invasion on historical claims of ownership of Tibet, it seems clear that, for Mao at least, at the time of the invasion of Tibet it was a blatant land grab of an independent nation by force. His view of Tibet as independent is reflected in a statement I was told he once made to the American journalist and author Edgar Snow. Referring to the foraging for food committed by his Red Army in Tibetan areas during the Long March, Mao said that this was the Chinese Communists’ only foreign debt, which would need to be repaid one day. Today we also know, from archival records, that in January 1950, Mao asked Joseph Stalin if the Soviet Union would lend China military transport planes to ferry Chinese troops in a plan to invade Tibet.

I am told that some geopolitical scholars and historians suggest two primary motives behind Mao’s invasion of Tibet, in the immediate aftermath of establishing a Communist government in Beijing. One relates to what Mao and his Communist colleagues saw as the need to restore China’s “national honor,” especially in the wake of what they refer to as the “hundred years of national humiliation.” An important part of this, according to their view, was the reclaiming of territories that had once been part of the Manchu Qing empire. In this regard, Mao may have felt that Tibet’s independence represented a visible “loss” or contradiction, given Communist China’s claim to all territories once portrayed as part of the Qing empire.

The second reason, the experts suggest, pertains to Tibet’s strategic geography with its borders touching East Turkistan (Xinjiang), India, Nepal, and Bhutan, and, of course, China to the east. In 1954, the Panchen Lama, three years my junior in age, whose institution is one of the most prominent in Tibetan Buddhism and closely associated with the Dalai Lamas, joined me on a trip to Beijing. Mao told him the following: “Now that the Tibetans are cooperating with the Han, our national defense line is not the Upper Yangtse River but the Himalaya Mountains.”* Regardless of their motivations, we found ourselves under Communist China’s boot.




Chapter 2

Meeting Chairman Mao

In my role as the Dalai Lama, I was trying to mitigate the disaster for my people. On October 26, 1951, approximately three thousand troops from the People’s Liberation Army’s Eighteenth Route Army entered Lhasa. Soon after, a further large detachment of soldiers arrived, and combined with a large influx of horses, this led to a serious food shortage. Lhasa in 1951 had a local population of just over thirty thousand, so one can imagine the impact of such a massive influx of Chinese troops in the city. This situation came to worsen further as thousands of Tibetans came as refugees from eastern Tibet.

The period between 1951 and 1959 proved to be one of the most challenging times of my life. In part, I was still studying intensively for my final Geshe Lharam degree. Geshe Lharam is the highest academic degree one can obtain within the formal scholarly training of the great monastic universities of the Geluk school, analogous to a doctorate in divinity, which would culminate in February 1959. In part, I was going through a massive learning curve as a young man in the complexities of politics, having received no formal training in any of these matters. Of course, the rigorous education I was receiving in Buddhist philosophy and psychology did help me immensely in maintaining my sanity against the complex political challenges I had no choice but to face as the leader of the Tibetan people. And my on-the-job education meant dealing with the very real disagreements between my government and the Chinese generals who were stationed in Lhasa and had all the guns. I was often caught between the extremely reluctant and at times confrontational Tibetan officials, on the one hand, and the increasing heavy-handedness and haughty attitudes of the Chinese generals, on the other. Ultimately, in 1952, my two prime ministers (one lay and one monastic) were forced to resign by the Chinese. I made the decision not to appoint replacements to these posts since they would simply be scapegoats, and it was better that I accept the responsibilities myself. The situation in Lhasa was getting more tense by the day.

I also still had to govern, and one of my priorities was to improve our system and society. I set up a reform committee to help create a more equitable system with explicit attention paid to the needs of the ordinary people and the poor. As a child growing up, I learned a lot from sweepers at my residence, who were often my playmates, about the problem of injustice and abuse by the powerful. But I faced major obstacles from the Chinese since they wanted reforms according to their own system, along lines introduced in mainland China. They probably felt that if changes were initiated by the Tibetans themselves, it might hinder their own agenda.

So, when in 1954 the Chinese government invited me to Beijing, I felt it was the only option left to me to attempt to improve my people’s deteriorating situation. In June, I received a telegram from Deng Xiaoping, then the senior figure responsible for Tibetan affairs in the Chinese leadership, inviting me to attend the inaugural National People’s Congress in Beijing in September 1954. The same invitation was extended to the Panchen Lama. Although the Tibetans in Lhasa were deeply concerned about my trip to Beijing, I decided that it was best that I go for the sake of my people. To assuage their fear, during a large gathering of Tibetans at a religious ceremony at Norbulingka, my summer residence, I reassured them and promised to be back within a year.

To this day, I remember when I left Lhasa for Beijing, there were so many people crying. I heard some of the older women shouting, “Please don’t go! It would be not good!” As there was no bridge over the Kyichu River at the time, we had to cross it in the traditional Tibetan coracles, made out of yak hide stretched over a willow frame. On the sides of the river there were so many people crying; some even seemed they might jump into the river. Later I heard that some fainted and even died.

On September 4, 1954, Panchen Lama and I, with our delegations, finally arrived in Beijing by train from Xi’an. We were received at the station by Prime Minister Zhou Enlai; Vice Chairman Zhu De, who was also the commander-in-chief of the People’s Liberation Army and a member of the Standing Committee of the Politburo; and other Chinese officials. A few days later, I met Chairman Mao Zedong himself for the first time. He was sixty-one years old to my nineteen. He was warm and welcoming.

This meeting, joined by other top leaders, including Zhao Enlai and Liu Shaoqi, took place at the house of reception, a former imperial garden adjacent to the Forbidden City and later transformed into a compound that houses government offices as well as residences for senior leadership. The setting of this meeting was quite majestic with its opulent imperial legacy unmistakable. Here we were, myself only nineteen years old and the Panchen Lama sixteen years old, in a formal meeting with Chairman Mao himself, flanked by Communist China’s most senior leaders. That we felt awed and somewhat nervous would be an understatement. At this first meeting, only Chairman Mao and I spoke. Mao said that he and the Central Government were very happy about my first visit to Beijing, and that the relationship between Chinese and Tibetans was very important. He also assured me that in the future the Central Government would make great efforts to help develop Tibet. On my part, I responded to Mao, saying I was very happy to have the opportunity to meet him and other leaders of the Chinese Communist Party.

The meeting lasted about an hour. As we left, Mao and other leaders accompanied us out of the house, and Mao himself opened the car door for me. As I was getting into the car, Mao shook my hand and said, “Your coming to Beijing is coming back to your own home. Whenever you come to Beijing, you can call on me. . . . Don’t be shy; if you need anything, just tell me directly.”

I came out of that meeting impressed with Mao and encouraged at the possibility that things could improve in Tibet. With me in the car was Phuntsok Wangyal, a rare Tibetan Communist, who was my official interpreter during my stay in Beijing. I was so relieved that this first meeting with Mao and other Chinese leaders went well—in fact, I hugged Phuntsok Wangyal and told him that Mao was truly unlike anyone I had met. The success of this first meeting also reassured my Tibetan entourage, including especially my senior tutor, Ling Rinpoche, who had been feeling quite worried about me. Phuntsok Wangyal was a true believer in Communism in its original Marxist internationalist sense. And at the time he believed, later to his disappointment, that the Chinese Communists also shared this internationalist vision of Marxism. (Decades later, when Phuntsok Wangyal was allowed to visit Europe, I was able to speak with him by phone. I asked him, “What happened to your dream of true socialism?” He just laughed.)

On September 16, I addressed the first National People’s Congress, noting that the draft constitution of the People’s Republic of China states, in particular, that all nationalities may draw up their rules governing the exercise of autonomy and separate regulations in accordance with the special features of the development so that they can exercise full autonomy. By then, I had been made a vice president of the steering committee of the People’s Republic of China.

During my stay in Beijing, I had several meetings with Mao and other leaders, including Zhou Enlai and Deng Xiaoping. In Beijing, I was introduced to a number of senior international leaders as well, including the Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, and the Burmese Prime Minister U Nu. Whenever I had some free time, I also took classes from my senior tutor Ling Rinpoche on the philosophically dense “insight” section of Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment. Technically, I was still a student, studying for my Geshe Lharam exams. One memorable experience of my stay in Beijing included the conducting of a formal Buddhist teaching—in fact, an important initiation ceremony of a meditation practice known as Vajrabhairava—to an assembly of Chinese Buddhists who were followers of Tibetan Buddhism. My translator at this teaching was the Chinese monk Fa-Tsun, who informed me that he was working on a Tibetan translation of a major Buddhist philosophical text, Great Treatise on Differentiation (Mahavibhasha)—a second-century work extant only in Chinese translation. By then Fa-Tsun had already translated a major Tibetan work, entitled The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, by the fourteenth-century master Tsongkhapa.

Then I went on an arranged tour of cities within China, such as Tianjin, to see the way in which the Communist government had industrially developed the country. Phuntsok Wangyal was assigned as my translator during this tour, and I was accompanied also by another Communist cadre by the name of Liu Geping, a member of the ethnic Hui (Muslim) minority. I met many party members of different ranks, some veterans of the revolution and many very sincere Communists. Incidentally, one of these was Xi Zhongxun, father of the current Chinese leader Xi Jinping. He had an affable personality and seemed quite broad-minded. I really liked him. (I was told that he treasured all his life a wristwatch I had given him at the time.)

I was impressed by the sense of purpose and dedication displayed by many of these first-generation revolutionaries, as well as their obvious successes in their attempt to create a more egalitarian society. I learned much about Marxism-Leninism, and was particularly struck by the emphasis in Marxist economic theory on equal distribution of resources rather than pure profit-making. The idea of taking care of the less privileged people, of the working class, is wonderful. To oppose all exploitation, and to strive for a society without national boundaries—these are excellent ideals. As I was exposed to all this in my youth, these aspects of socialist thinking left a strong impression such that I sometimes describe myself as half-Buddhist and half-Marxist. However, as I have thought about it over the years, what is lacking in Marxism is compassion. Its greatest flaw is the total neglect of basic human values, and the deliberate promotion of hate through class struggle. Furthermore, as time went on, in the case of Communist China, Marxism seemed to have given way to Leninism, with state control of the people by the Party as the primary objective.

During this tour around China, I had the rare opportunity to cross into Inner Mongolia for a brief visit.* It was a moving experience given the long and close association between Tibetans and Mongols spiritually. Although for me this tour of Chinese cities was educational and enjoyable, most of my officials, including my two tutors, were completely uninterested. So when it was announced that there was going to be no more sightseeing, there was a collective sigh of relief. My mother, in particular, did not enjoy her stay in China, especially the hectic sightseeing schedule. At one point she even got ill with a serious case of flu. Since my return to Beijing from the tour was close to Losar (Tibetan New Year), I decided to host a banquet and extend invitations to Chairman Mao and the other three senior Chinese leaders—Zhou Enlai, Zhu De, and Liu Shaoqi. They all accepted and we had a memorable celebration.

One day Chairman Mao paid an unannounced visit to my lodgings. During this meeting, he unexpectedly asked if Tibet had a national flag. Somewhat nervously, I replied that we did, and he said that it would be fine for us to keep it. Mao’s surprising response implied that, at that time at least, he had in mind a model of the diverse nations within the People’s Republic along the lines of the republics within the Soviet Union. In fact, I know Mao gave orders to senior Chinese officials stationed in Tibet at the time—Zhan Jingwu, Zhang Guohua, and Fan Ming—to display the Tibetan flag alongside China’s red star and also my photo alongside his own. So later, in exile, when Tibetans and international Tibetan supporters would display our national flag in public, especially when greeting me during international travels, I used to tell them that Mao himself had given permission to keep our flag. Today, sadly, the Tibetan flag is illegal in Tibet, and anyone caught in possession of it will go to prison.

Before I left Beijing, I had a final meeting with Mao. He looked very happy and told me to communicate directly with him through the telegraph, saying I should train some trusted Tibetans to do this. He then came close to me and said, “Your mind is scientific, and that is very good. I have watched your thinking and activities all these months. Your mind is a very revolutionary mind.” He gave me excellent practical advice about government and I took notes.

As the meeting came to a close, Mao told me, “Your attitude is good, you know. Religion is poison. It reduces the population because the monks and nuns must stay celibate and it neglects material progress.” I was shaken and attempted to hide my feelings by leaning forward as if to write something. It was then I knew despite all the hints of positive dialogue that he was the destroyer of Buddha Dharma.

As I prepared for my journey back home to Lhasa in March 1955, despite Mao’s last disconcerting comment about religion, I still had hopes of saving my people from the worst consequences of the Chinese occupation. I thought my six-month visit to China had helped in two ways. It had shown me exactly what we were up against and had appeared to have persuaded the Chinese leaders not to go ahead with their original plan of governing Tibet directly from Beijing through a military and political committee: we seemed to have a firm promise of autonomy. In fact, on the way back to Tibet I met the Chinese General Zhang Guohua, who was stationed in Lhasa but was en route to Beijing. I told him that on my way to China I was full of anxiety, but now on my way back home I felt more hopeful and confident. So I had some faith that we could work with the Chinese. Tibet could be modernized and its people would live on some kind of equal terms with the Chinese majority within the People’s Republic of China.

I worked earnestly to seek a lasting accommodation that would save my nation and people within the constraints of the Seventeen-Point Agreement. I tried to institute some reforms—notably to establish an independent judiciary, to encourage proposals for the development of a program of modern education, and to build modern roads. It proved to be a hopeless task, constantly undermined by the Chinese Communist military and civil officials stationed in Tibet, with rising resentment of repression and the risk of spontaneous revolt from the Tibetan people. My efforts were blocked at every stage by the Chinese officials and military. The Preparatory Committee for the Autonomous Region of Tibet (PCART), which was meant to give the Tibetans autonomy over the process of reform and of which I was the chair, turned out to be just a show, with all actual power in the hands of the Chinese.

The promises and assurances received in Beijing turned out to be empty; my messages to Mao elicited no response. During the many disasters and unspeakable acts against Tibetans that were to follow, I wrote three times to Chairman Mao, the third time ensuring that my letter was personally delivered. There was never an answer. Whatever little hope I had in Mao and the Communist leadership was shattered. The commitments that the Communist Party of China had made in the agreement it had forced upon us turned out to have no real meaning at all.
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