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​Chapter 1: The Roof of the World and Its Keepers
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There is a place in the eastern reaches of the Tibetan plateau where three of the world's great rivers run so close together that a man standing on the right ridge on a clear day might look west and see the glint of one river's surface while hearing, if the wind drops for a moment, the distant roar of another in the gorge below him. The Jinsha, the Lancang, and the Nu — known further downstream as the Yangtze, the Mekong, and the Salween — rise within a few degrees of one another on the plateau's eastern escarpment and then plunge southward through a succession of gorges so deep and so precipitous that the rivers at their bottoms are invisible from the ridgelines above. The gorges have been cut over millions of years through limestone and red sandstone and granite, the water working downward at rates that left the surrounding massifs stranded at elevations that challenge respiration, so that a traveller descending from a high pass at five thousand metres might reach a valley floor at fifteen hundred, passing through every climatic zone from alpine tundra to subtropical forest in the course of a single day's walk. The zone where these rivers run their parallel courses before finally diverging southward into the lowlands of Southeast Asia is one of the most geographically extreme places on the inhabited earth. It is the world that the Tibetans of Kham called home.

Kham is not a word with a simple administrative referent. It was never a province, never a kingdom in any formal dynastic sense, never a territory whose edges were marked on any map that all interested parties agreed to recognize. It was instead a geographical and cultural designation — a name for the eastern portion of the Tibetan cultural world, the region that lay east and south of the central plateau and west of the Sichuan basin, occupying roughly the territory between the upper Yangtze on its east and the great mountain watersheds on its west and south. Its boundaries shifted with the politics and the perspective of whoever was doing the defining. For Lhasa, Kham was the eastern marches, the frontier of Tibetan civilization where the plateau's cultural confidence began to modulate into something more complex and contested. For the Qing imperial court in Beijing, it was the far western edge of Sichuan province, or perhaps something beyond even that — a zone of notional sovereignty where the empire's writ ran thinly if it ran at all. For the Khampa people themselves, it was simply home, and any question about where exactly it ended and something else began was a question that missed the point of what home meant.

What defined Kham was the landscape, and what defined the landscape was a quality of extremity that pressed itself on every aspect of human life. The plateau's eastern rim is not a gradual descent but a series of massive steps, each dropping several thousand feet, cut through by the river gorges that run roughly north to south like enormous scars in the earth's surface. The travellers who crossed this terrain in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries — the handful of European missionaries, botanists, and diplomats who managed to penetrate it — wrote about it with a consistent quality of stupefaction. They had seen mountains before, but not mountains like these. The Alps rose from populated valleys and had well-maintained passes and established routes. The eastern Tibetan escarpment offered something fundamentally different: not merely altitude but a kind of stacked vertical geography in which the distances between things measured in horizontal miles corresponded to journey times measured in days, because every horizontal mile of travel across the landscape required the negotiation of a gorge, a river crossing, and an ascent to the next ridge.

The Jinsha — the Golden Sand River, so named for the colour of its sediment-laden waters — formed the eastern boundary of what most people meant when they spoke of Kham in the early twentieth century. It ran in a great arc from northwest to southeast before bending sharply eastward at a point where the river drops through one of its most dramatic gorges, the water visible from the surrounding heights as a narrow thread of brown-gold far below the rim. East of the Jinsha, on the Sichuan side, the mountains began to moderate and eventually to dissolve into the red basin country of the Sichuan lowlands. West of it, on the Kham side, the next great river — the Lancang, the Mekong — ran its own parallel course through its own system of gorges, separated from the Jinsha by a series of ridges whose highest points exceeded five thousand metres. Between the Lancang and the Nu ran another succession of ridges, and beyond the Nu the land rose again toward the great Himalayan watershed. This was the landscape in which the events of 1905 would unfold: not a theatre of operation with clear sight lines and manageable logistics, but a vertical world in which military campaigns required months of preparation and supply, in which news travelled at the speed of a horse on a mountain track, and in which geographical barriers that appeared modest on any map were, on the ground, the difference between movement and immobility.

The altitude shaped everything. Above four thousand metres — and much of the habitable Kham plateau lay above that mark — the air contains roughly sixty percent of the oxygen available at sea level. The effect on an unacclimatised person is immediate and sometimes severe: headache, nausea, exhaustion disproportionate to any physical effort, a mental sluggishness that makes complex decision-making difficult. The Qing soldiers who marched into Kham in 1905 were lowlanders from Sichuan's river valleys, men for whom four thousand metres was a physiological ordeal that their Khampa opponents did not share. The Khampas themselves were a people physically shaped by millennia of high-altitude existence: broad-chested, with higher haemoglobin concentrations than lowland populations, capable of sustained physical effort at elevations that reduced their opponents to gasping incapacity. This was not a minor tactical consideration but a fundamental asymmetry that ran through every military engagement in the region's history and that no amount of superior firepower could fully compensate for, at least not in the campaign's initial phases.

The climate that went with this altitude was one of dramatic seasonal extremes. The plateau winters were long and harsh: passes that were traversable from May to October became death traps from November to April, choked with snow that could fall to several metres and that made any attempt at supply or troop movement an exercise in attrition. The summers were brief and brilliant — short growing seasons, intense solar radiation at altitude, afternoon thunderstorms that swept across the plateau with a violence disproportionate to their duration. In the gorge bottoms, where the elevation dropped to fifteen hundred or two thousand metres, a subtropical microclimate supported bamboo thickets and rhododendron forests, and the MEP missionaries would eventually discover that these valleys could sustain a surprising diversity of food crops. But the gorge bottoms were also the most exposed positions in any military calculation: troops and civilians concentrated there were vulnerable to attack from the ridgelines above, and the narrow valley floors offered no room for manoeuvre. The vertical dimension of Khampa warfare — the tradition of fighting downhill from fortified high positions against attackers struggling upward against altitude and terrain — was as old as human settlement in the region.

The rivers were not roads. They were barriers, and formidable ones. The Jinsha and the Lancang in their gorge sections ran with a force that made crossing them by conventional boat extremely hazardous except at specific points where the gorge walls widened slightly and the water moved with less ferocity. Crossing points were accordingly precious, strategically vital, and fiercely contested whenever political or military conditions required control of movement between the valleys. Traditional crossings used basket bridges — suspended from cables of twisted bamboo or braided hide, swinging over the roaring water below — or yak-skin coracles that required extraordinary skill to manage in the current. Iron chain bridges of varying antiquity existed at several important crossing points, built by religious foundations and maintained by local communities as acts of both practical utility and spiritual merit. The entire infrastructure of movement in Kham was not a system designed for the rapid projection of force but a network optimized for the slow, seasonal rhythms of pastoral and agricultural life, for the movement of yak caravans carrying tea and salt and grain between the valley communities and the plateau grazing grounds.

It was in this landscape, shaped by these conditions, that the Khampa people had built a civilization of considerable sophistication and remarkable distinctiveness. To call it a civilization is not to romanticize it. The Khampa world of 1900 was organized around structures of power that were in many respects harsh: a monastic economy that extracted substantial surplus from the agricultural population, a customary law that enforced hierarchy with physical severity, and a tradition of inter-valley raiding and blood feud that made certain regions of Kham perpetually dangerous for anyone travelling without armed escort. The Khampas had a justified reputation, across the Tibetan cultural world and beyond it, as formidable warriors — men whose physical courage and aptitude for violence were acknowledged even by their enemies, and whose social culture placed a high value on martial competence. But within and alongside this capacity for violence existed a world of considerable cultural richness: a tradition of religious scholarship that produced scholars of real intellectual distinction, an oral literary culture of exceptional vitality, an artistic tradition expressed in the decoration of monasteries and in the production of thangka paintings of genuine aesthetic quality, and a deep cosmological system that gave every aspect of the landscape and every dimension of human experience a sacred significance.

That cosmological system was Tibetan Buddhism in its Gelugpa form — the tradition founded by Tsongkhapa in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that had become the dominant religious dispensation across the Tibetan plateau by the seventeenth century. To understand what was at stake in 1905, it is necessary to understand what Gelugpa Buddhism meant in practice for the communities of Kham — not as a matter of theological doctrine, which was the concern of scholars, but as a matter of lived social reality, which was the concern of everyone. And what it meant, above all, was the monastery.

The monastery in Kham was not simply a place of religious practice. It was the primary institution of the community in almost every dimension of life that mattered. The great establishments — Kangning Gompa and Samphel Monastery in the Batang valley, Chantreng (Xiangcheng) in its high valley to the south, Litang Monastery on its windswept plateau, and the many smaller establishments scattered through the gorge country — were simultaneously houses of worship, centres of learning, courts of law, economic enterprises, and military fortifications. Their walls enclosed not merely monks' quarters and temple halls but granaries and workshops and administrative offices. Their revenues came from multiple sources: from the produce of their own agricultural estates, worked by tenant farmers who owed a portion of their crop as rent; from the corvée labour obligations of the wider community, who owed the monastery a certain number of days' work each year on terms that were customary rather than contracted; from the religious fees paid for ceremonies, prayers, and funerary rites that punctuated every Tibetan life; and from the trading networks through which monasteries moved goods — tea, salt, grain, butter, cloth — across the interconnected valleys.

The monks themselves were a complex social category. At the top of the monastic hierarchy sat the abbots and the recognized reincarnate lamas (tulkus) — figures of immense prestige and practical power, men whose authority in their communities was both spiritual and temporal, whose words carried the weight of religious sanction and who commanded the economic resources of entire estates. Below them were the scholar-monks, the men engaged in the long formal curriculum of Buddhist philosophy and ritual practice, aspiring to the advanced degrees that would qualify them for senior ecclesiastical positions. And below them was the mass of ordinary monks, men who had entered monastic life young, often as small children offered by their families in gestures that combined religious devotion with the practical logic of reducing the burden on a household's food supply. Many of these ordinary monks had limited formal education and spent their lives in the monastery's practical economy — farming, herding, carrying, building, cooking — rather than in its scholarly or ritual activity. And among them were the dob-dob, the warrior monks: men whose enthusiasm for the scholarly life had proven limited but whose physical capacities and appetite for action made them indispensable to the monastery as enforcers, guards, and when necessary, fighters.

The dob-dob were not an anomaly in the world of Tibetan Buddhism but an expected feature of large monastic institutions, their function acknowledged and their existence accepted as part of the realistic management of institutions that combined enormous economic power with the religious supervision of large and sometimes turbulent populations. They maintained order within the monastery, enforced the abbot's decisions in disputes with the surrounding community, and in times of conflict provided the monastic establishment's primary military force. Their reputation — for physical toughness, for readiness to use violence, for a certain lawlessness within the institutional structure that employed them — was consistent across the Tibetan cultural world. When the uprising of 1905 required a military force capable of besieging an imperial yamen and engaging Qing soldiers in a sustained insurgency, it was primarily from the dob-dob and from the networks of connection between different monasteries' warrior monk communities that the fighting capacity was drawn.

The economic relationship between the monasteries and the agricultural communities that surrounded them was the structural foundation of the entire social order. In the Batang valley and its tributaries, as in other agricultural zones of Kham, the monastery held land — often very substantial amounts of land — that it had accumulated through purchase, royal grant, aristocratic donation, and the absorption of smaller religious establishments over the course of centuries. The tenant farmers who worked this land paid their rents in kind and in labour, and their obligations were extensive. The corvée system — called 'u-lag in Tibetan — required not merely agricultural labour on the monastery's own fields but transport duties: the obligation to provide pack animals and their own labour for the movement of the monastery's goods and personnel across the landscape. A farming family might owe the local monastery dozens of days of 'u-lag service per year, and the monastery's ability to call on this labour at will was a significant economic power that shaped the entire tempo and pattern of the agricultural community's life.

These obligations were not experienced by the Khampa population simply as exploitation, though they certainly contained an exploitative dimension. They were embedded in a cosmological framework that gave them a sacred significance: to serve the monastery was to accumulate merit, to support the conditions for the Buddha's teaching to continue in the world, to participate in the great collective project of human salvation that the monastic institution embodied. The boundary between economic extraction and religious devotion was genuinely blurred in the Tibetan Buddhist world — deliberately so, because the blurring served both parties in different ways. The monastery received its surplus; the farming family received both the spiritual assurance that its service was meritorious and the practical benefits of access to the monastery's ritual services, its judicial functions, and its role as a safety net of last resort in times of famine or catastrophe.

It was this complex, intimate, multiply-bonded relationship between the monastery and its surrounding community that the MEP missionaries would disrupt when they converted farming families to Catholicism. A converted family was a family that had exited the Buddhist cosmological framework — that no longer experienced its obligations to the monastery as religious duties, that no longer sought the monastery's ritual services, and that, under the extraterritorial provisions that MEP missionaries successfully invoked on their converts' behalf, no longer owed the monastery its corvée labour or its tithes. The monasteries of Batang and the surrounding valleys did not object to Christianity primarily as a theological rival, though that objection was real. They objected to it because it severed the bonds of obligation that were the foundation of their economic existence. Every converted household was a hole in the fabric of the monastic economy, and the missionaries were cutting those holes with increasing frequency.

Alongside the monastery and interwoven with it stood the other great institution of Khampa governance: the tusi system of hereditary chieftains. The tusi — a Chinese administrative term for what were in Khampa terms simply the recognized leaders of the valley communities — were men whose authority derived from genealogical legitimacy, military capability, and the accumulated relationships of alliance, obligation, and fear that defined power in a community where the state was distant and personal authority was everything. The Batang tusi of the early twentieth century, Luo Jinbao (whose Tibetan name was Zhaxi Jicun), was the latest in a line of chieftains who had administered the Batang valley and its dependencies for generations, their authority recognized by both the Qing imperial court, which granted them their hereditary titles in exchange for nominal loyalty and occasional military assistance, and by the Lhasa government, which had its own complex and sometimes competitive relationship with the Kham tusi.

The tusi administered customary law across their territories — adjudicating disputes over land and water rights, settling blood feuds through the payment of negotiated compensation, presiding over the resolution of conflicts between farming communities and nomadic pastoralists over grazing boundaries. Their courts were not formal in any sense a Qing provincial official would have recognized, but they were effective: deeply embedded in the community's understanding of legitimate authority, backed by the tusi's personal military force and by the network of personal loyalties that generations of leadership had built. The tusi also maintained the local militias — the armed men who provided both the valley's defence against external threats and the enforcement mechanism for the tusi's own decisions. These militias were not professional soldiers in any modern sense but farmers and herders who trained intermittently and who could be called out for specific campaigns or defensive operations; they were, however, skilled in the terrain they would be asked to fight in, motivated by genuine loyalty to leaders they had known all their lives, and equipped with the particular combination of agricultural tools and weapons that Khampa society placed in every household's hands as a matter of course.

The relationship between the tusi and the monasteries was not simply one of parallel authority but of deep structural interdependence. The monasteries required the tusi's protection and military capacity; the tusi required the monasteries' religious legitimation and the spiritual authority that came from being visibly embedded in the Buddhist institutional order. Tusi families donated to monasteries, sponsored the construction of religious buildings, and funded the great annual festivals that marked the liturgical calendar and served simultaneously as community celebrations. Senior monks offered prayers for the tusi family's prosperity and performed the rituals that blessed military expeditions and legitimized succession decisions. The two institutions were not rivals but partners, their power complementary rather than competitive, their shared interest in the maintenance of the existing order providing a basis for cooperation that transcended any particular disagreement about specific resources or rights.

Both institutions drew their deepest legitimacy from the broader cosmological order that Tibetan Buddhism had inscribed on the landscape of Kham over many centuries. Mountains were not merely geographical features but the residences of territorial deities (yul lha) whose benevolence needed to be regularly solicited through propitiation and whose displeasure, once aroused, could manifest as natural disaster, disease, or military defeat. Rivers had their spirit presences; passes had their prayer flags renewed annually by the communities who depended on the safe passage they offered. The monastery's calendar was structured around the great ritual observances that maintained the relationship between the human community and the invisible powers that determined its fate: the Monlam Festival that filled the new year with collective prayer, the summer retreat that gathered the monks into intensified practice, the ceremonies of the dead that guided souls through the bardo toward favourable rebirth. Every significant act of community life — the planting of crops, the departure of a trading caravan, the birth of a child, the death of an elder — was surrounded by ritual that located the event within a cosmological framework giving it meaning beyond its immediate human significance.

It was this cosmological order that Fengquan's agricultural colonies at Cililong violated, in the eyes of the monks and farmers who protested their establishment. The land confiscated for Han settlement was not merely agricultural land but land embedded in a sacred geography: land whose cultivation by the community had been continuous for generations, land associated with specific mountain deities whose territorial claims the monastery had long mediated, land whose transfer to foreign settlers represented not only economic dispossession but cosmological disruption of a kind that the monastery's leadership had both the vocabulary to articulate and the institutional authority to mobilize against. When the abbots of Kangning told Fengquan that his land reclamation would disturb the local mountain deities, they were not speaking metaphorically. They were invoking a framework of reality in which the mountain deities were as real as the soil and the water, and in which the humans who lived in the landscape were its custodians rather than its owners, holding it on terms that any external power violated at its peril.

It is easy, from the distance of a century and from within a secular intellectual tradition, to read this cosmological language as strategic — as the monastic leadership reaching for the idiom most likely to move the community to resistance. And there is no doubt that the abbots were capable of strategic calculation, that they understood the mobilizing power of sacred geography, and that they used it deliberately. But the reduction of their position to mere strategy misses something important: they were also sincere. The world they described — a landscape alive with spiritual presences, a community whose welfare depended on the right maintenance of its relationships with those presences, a monastic institution whose core function was to manage those relationships on the community's behalf — was the world they actually inhabited. Their alarm at Fengquan's desecration of it was genuine, not merely performed, and the community's response to that alarm drew its energy from the same genuine sense of cosmic violation.

The Kham of 1905 was, then, not a primitive society awaiting modernization but a complex civilization organized around institutions and ideas that had their own coherence, their own internal logic, and their own ways of sustaining human life in one of the most demanding physical environments on earth. It had its injustices, its hierarchies, its mechanisms of exploitation; no civilization is innocent on those counts. But it was integrated, functional, and experienced by its members as their own — as the product of their history, the expression of their identity, and the framework within which their lives had meaning. The forces that arrived in its valleys in 1904 and 1905 — the Qing reform commissioner, the Han tenant farmers, the French missionaries with their extraterritorial rights — were not arriving in an empty space waiting to be filled with modernity. They were arriving in a full world, a world with its own gravity, and they were announcing, in their different ways, that this world would have to yield to something else.

What that something else would look like — the administrative county, the state agricultural colony, the school teaching the Chinese language, the Christian mission exempt from monastic corvée — was clear enough from Fengquan's programme. What was less clear, to any of the parties preparing for the violence that the programme would provoke, was the price that would have to be paid before the encounter was resolved. The landscape gave no easy answers. The gorges of the Jinsha and the Lancang kept their counsel, as they had always done, indifferent to the armies and the ideologies that would shortly be moving through them, the water running cold and fast toward the lowland plains where neither the monasteries nor the imperial yamen had ever held any power at all.
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​Chapter 2: Suzerainty Without Sovereignty — The Qing Empire and Its Tibetan Frontier
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Empires are defined as much by what they choose not to do as by what they do. The great temptation of imperial historiography is to read expansion as a process of progressive absorption — the steady extension of the conquering state's administrative systems into the territories it acquires, until the conquered space is remade in the conqueror's image. But the Qing dynasty, which ruled China from 1644 until 1912 and built one of the largest land empires in human history, was more subtle and more pragmatic than this model allows. The Manchu founders of the dynasty understood, with a clarity born from their own experience as a minority people who had conquered a vastly larger civilization, that the extension of formal administrative control into every corner of a vast and diverse empire was neither possible nor desirable. What was required instead was a differentiated approach: different governance arrangements for different kinds of territories and different kinds of peoples, calibrated to extract the maximum strategic benefit at the minimum cost in military force and administrative effort. Nowhere was this differentiated approach more consequential — or, ultimately, more fragile — than on the Tibetan frontier.

The Qing relationship with Tibet was not an afterthought or an accident of conquest. It was a deliberate construction, built over more than two centuries through a series of decisions, negotiations, and strategic accommodations that reflected a sophisticated understanding of what Tibet was, what it represented, and what the empire needed from it. Understanding why the relationship took the form it did — why the Qing court chose to govern Tibet through influence rather than administration, through religious legitimation rather than military occupation, through the cultivation of personal bonds with the Dalai Lama institution rather than through the extension of provincial bureaucracy — requires going back to the beginning of the Manchu engagement with the Tibetan world, to the decades before the Qing conquest of China when the future dynasty's founders were still building the coalition that would carry them to power.

The Manchu chiefs who would become the Qing emperors were not Chinese. They were a people from the forests and plains of Manchuria, northeast of the Great Wall, who had built their military power partly through the absorption of Mongol military traditions and Mongol political networks. The Mongols had their own deep relationship with Tibetan Buddhism: the conversion of the Mongol aristocracy to the Gelugpa tradition in the sixteenth century, cemented by the meeting between the Third Dalai Lama Sonam Gyatso and Altan Khan in 1578, had given the Gelugpa establishment a powerful political patron and given the Mongol leadership a religious legitimation that transcended their military origins. The title "Dalai Lama" — a Mongolian honorific meaning "Ocean Lama," signifying a teacher whose wisdom was oceanic in depth — was itself a product of this encounter, bestowed by Altan Khan on Sonam Gyatso as part of a mutual legitimation ceremony that married Mongol power to Tibetan religious authority.

The early Manchu rulers understood this relationship and sought to appropriate it for their own purposes. As they built their coalition on the steppe and began to position themselves for the conquest of China, they cultivated connections with the Gelugpa establishment — receiving visits from Tibetan lamas, participating in Buddhist ceremonies, positioning themselves as worthy patrons of the dharma in the tradition that the Mongols had established. When the Fifth Dalai Lama, Ngawang Lobsang Gyatso — one of the most extraordinary political and religious figures in Tibetan history — visited the Shunzhi Emperor in Beijing in 1652, the encounter was choreographed as a meeting of equals: a great spiritual teacher and a great temporal ruler, each legitimating the other's authority in the respective domains where each was supreme. The Dalai Lama was received with extraordinary honour, housed in a specially constructed palace outside Beijing, and presented with gifts and titles that acknowledged his unique position in the world. The emperor, in turn, was acknowledged as the great patron of the dharma, the wheel-turning king whose protection made the continuation of Buddhist teaching possible.

This was the cho-yon relationship — the "priest-patron" arrangement — in its original formulation. The terms require careful unpacking, because they were not simply diplomatic convention but a specific political theology with deep roots in both Tibetan and Mongol political thought. In Tibetan understanding, the relationship between a religious teacher and a temporal ruler followed a pattern in which the ruler provided material support and physical protection for the teacher's religious activities, while the teacher provided religious services — prayers, rituals, astrological consultation, spiritual guidance — and, crucially, the religious legitimation that transformed a ruler's power from mere force into righteous authority. The cho-yon relationship was thus a mutual contract, not a subordination: the teacher was not the ruler's subject, and the ruler was not the teacher's student in any simple hierarchical sense. Each occupied a different domain of authority, and the relationship between them was one of complementary power rather than ranked precedence.

The Fifth Dalai Lama was a man capable of operating in both the religious and the political domains with equal facility, and under his leadership the Gelugpa establishment achieved a political dominance over the Tibetan plateau that it had not previously possessed. With the military assistance of the Khoshut Mongols under Gushri Khan, the Fifth Dalai Lama's government — the Ganden Phodrang, named for the hilltop monastery on the Drepung complex outside Lhasa — had defeated its religious and political rivals in the 1630s and 1640s and established itself as the supreme authority in central Tibet. The Potala Palace, rebuilt on the massive scale that still dominates the Lhasa skyline, was the architectural expression of this supremacy: a fortress-palace-monastery that announced the unity of spiritual and temporal power in the Gelugpa dispensation. When the Fifth Dalai Lama went to Beijing in 1652, he was not a vassal rendering homage to a conqueror but an independent ruler with his own substantial power base, choosing to formalize a relationship with a powerful neighbour on terms that benefited both parties.

The Qing emperors found the cho-yon relationship useful precisely because it was ambiguous. Within the Tibetan world, the relationship acknowledged the Dalai Lama's spiritual supremacy and the emperor's role as patron rather than sovereign — a relationship in which Lhasa remained the centre of the relevant moral universe. But within the Chinese imperial framework, and particularly in the communications directed toward the Chinese literate class, the relationship could be and was represented very differently: as an expression of the emperor's sovereignty over a dependent territory, with the Dalai Lama as a great religious figure who acknowledged the emperor's supreme temporal authority. Both representations served their respective audiences, and the deliberate maintenance of this ambiguity was a mark of Qing diplomatic sophistication rather than its failure. The empire could claim Tibet for the purposes of its internal political discourse while leaving the Tibetan government with the practical autonomy that made Tibetan cooperation possible.

The arrangement was tested severely in the early eighteenth century when Tibet was convulsed by a succession of crises that threatened to destabilize the entire Central Asian strategic system. The Sixth Dalai Lama, Tsangyang Gyatso, had been a poet and romantic rather than a religious politician, famous for his love songs and his fondness for taverns and the company of women — a man who embodied the contradictions of his position with a certain doomed elegance. He was deposed and died in suspicious circumstances in 1706, during a struggle for control of the Tibetan government between competing Mongol factions. The crisis culminated in 1717 when the Dzungar Mongols under Tsewang Rabtan invaded Tibet, destroyed the Khoshut power that had underpinned the Ganden Phodrang's authority, and occupied Lhasa. For the Qing court under the Kangxi Emperor, the Dzungar occupation of Tibet was an intolerable strategic situation: it placed a powerful and expansionist rival in control of the most prestigious religious institution in the Mongol and Tibetan Buddhist world, threatening to give the Dzungars a legitimating authority that could be used to mobilize the remaining Mongol confederacies against Qing power.

The Kangxi Emperor responded with military force, sending two imperial expeditions into Tibet — the first of which was destroyed in the mountain passes — before a successful campaign in 1720 expelled the Dzungars and installed a new Dalai Lama, the Seventh, in the Potala. This intervention established a new phase in the Qing-Tibetan relationship, one in which imperial military capacity had demonstrated its importance to Tibetan security in a way that the earlier relationship of mutual legitimation had not required. The question was how to institutionalize this new reality without destroying the religious and political framework that made the relationship workable. The answer was the Ambans.

The Office of the Imperial Resident in Tibet — the Amban, in the Chinese terminology that was used in official communications — was established in its definitive form under the Yongzheng and Qianlong emperors in the decades following the 1720 campaign. The Ambans were imperial commissioners stationed in Lhasa, technically senior to the Dalai Lama's government in the formal hierarchy of Qing authority, responsible for supervising the Tibetan administration on behalf of the emperor and for managing relations between Lhasa and Beijing. On paper, their authority was extensive. The Qianlong Emperor's 1793 "Imperially Commissioned Regulations for the Better Governing of Tibet" — promulgated in the aftermath of a Nepalese invasion that required another Qing military expedition to repel — gave the Ambans broad powers over Tibetan governmental appointments, military affairs, and foreign relations.

In practice, the Ambans' actual power in Lhasa was consistently less than this formal authority suggested. They operated in a city whose administrative culture was entirely Tibetan, whose bureaucratic language they did not speak, and whose religious and political institutions had deep roots that predated and would likely outlast any particular Qing policy. They were dependent on interpreters, on the cooperation of Tibetan officials, and on a physical distance from Beijing — measured in months of travel time — that made any instruction from the capital at best a general guideline rather than a precise directive. Successive Ambans discovered that the art of the position was the art of influence rather than command: cultivating relationships with key figures in the Tibetan government, channelling imperial resources in ways that built gratitude and obligation, and presenting Beijing with reports that satisfied the court's desire for information while smoothing over the considerable gap between formal authority and practical reality.

The 1726–1727 territorial demarcation that formalized the boundary between Qing-administered Sichuan and the Tibetan plateau was a product of the same pragmatic calculation that shaped the Amban institution. Following the resolution of the Dzungar crisis and the stabilization of the central Tibetan government, the Yongzheng Emperor's court turned its attention to the eastern frontier — the zone of Kham where Qing administrative claims had been nominal rather than real and where the precise boundary between the emperor's direct authority and the Tibetan government's authority had never been systematically defined. The demarcation process resulted in the formal establishment of the Jinsha River — the upper Yangtze — as the boundary east of which the Qing provincial administration would exercise direct authority and west of which the Tibetan government would retain its own governance. A boundary stele was erected at a point along the river to mark the agreement physically, and the arrangement was understood by both parties as a practical acknowledgement of existing realities rather than a legal innovation: the Qing had effective administrative capacity east of the Jinsha, and the Tibetan government had effective authority west of it, and the demarcation simply gave these realities a formal expression.

What the demarcation left unresolved — deliberately, because the resolution of ambiguity would have required one party or the other to concede more than it was willing to concede — was the precise governance arrangements for the Kham zone between the Jinsha and the effective range of Lhasa's administration. This was the region occupied by the tusi and the monasteries, by the valley communities whose loyalty to Lhasa was primarily religious rather than administrative and whose relationship with the Qing court was mediated through the tusi system of hereditary recognition. The 1727 boundary gave Qing administrators a formal eastern limit to Tibetan jurisdiction, but it did not resolve the deeper question of what kind of authority the empire actually exercised in the gorge country west of the Jinsha. The answer to that question was, in a word, jimi — the loose rein.

The concept of jimi governance had deep roots in Chinese imperial practice, antedating the Qing by more than a millennium. The image in the original term was equestrian: the loose rein was the rein held lightly on a horse that was nonetheless going in the desired direction, as opposed to the tight rein of direct control that required constant attention and constant force. Applied to peripheral peoples, it meant a system in which the empire acknowledged the authority of local leaders — giving them imperial titles, recognizing their hereditary succession, occasionally receiving tribute — while leaving the actual administration of their territories to those leaders themselves. The local leader became a tusi, a "native official" in the formal terminology, whose relationship with the empire was expressed through the periodic performance of submission rather than through daily administrative compliance with imperial regulations.

The advantages of jimi governance were substantial. It was cheap: maintaining a system of recognized local rulers required far fewer imperial resources than extending the provincial administrative apparatus into territories whose geography, culture, and distance made direct administration prohibitively expensive. It was politically sustainable: local leaders who retained their power and their status under imperial recognition had strong incentives to cooperate with the empire's basic requirements — peace, occasional military assistance, the prevention of conditions that might attract the attention of the empire's rivals. And it was flexible: the empire could, in principle, increase or decrease the density of its involvement in tusi territories in response to changing strategic circumstances without fundamentally disrupting the framework.

The disadvantages were the mirror image of the advantages. Jimi governance was cheap in part because it extracted little: the tusi territories produced modest revenue for the imperial treasury, contributed occasional military contingents of variable reliability, and otherwise remained outside the fiscal and administrative systems that supported the empire's core functions. It was politically sustainable because local leaders retained their power, but this meant that the empire's nominal sovereignty over these territories was consistently less than its formal claims suggested. And its flexibility was limited by the depth of the local leaders' roots: a tusi whose authority had been recognized by the empire for three or four generations had accumulated a legitimacy in his community that could not simply be cancelled by an imperial decree, and any attempt to replace him with a directly appointed official would face the resistance not merely of the tusi himself but of the entire community whose customary life was organized around his authority.

For the Kham region in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, jimi governance through the recognized tusi network functioned with a rough adequacy that served everyone's basic interests. The Qing court could represent itself as the sovereign of these territories without the cost of actually administering them. The tusi families retained their power and added to it the additional legitimacy of imperial recognition. The monasteries maintained their economic and spiritual authority without interference from a distant imperial state. And the farming and herding communities of the valleys continued to live by the customary rhythms of agricultural and pastoral life that the jimi system left undisturbed. It was not, by any modern standard, an equitable arrangement: the population at the bottom of the hierarchy — the tenant farmers, the nomadic herders, the corvée labourers — bore the costs of maintaining both the tusi and the monastic establishments without meaningful voice in how those costs were set. But it was stable, in the sense that the balance of power among its constituent elements was self-reinforcing rather than self-undermining.

Stability, however, is a condition maintained by circumstances, not a natural state of affairs. The circumstances that had sustained the Kham jimi system through the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries began to erode in the second half of the nineteenth century under pressures that originated far beyond the gorge country. The most immediate of these pressures was the steady advance of Western imperialism into the Himalayan region — the British extension of their Indian empire northward into Sikkim and then to the borders of Tibet, the French colonial presence in Indochina that brought the MEP missionaries into the upper Mekong valleys, the Russian expansion across Central Asia that placed Tsarist influence uncomfortably close to the great Mongol and Buddhist heartlands that the Qing had always considered part of its strategic sphere. These pressures converged on Tibet in ways that challenged the fundamental assumptions of the cho-yon relationship: the assumption that Tibet could remain a managed buffer between the empire and its external rivals, insulated from the worst of the imperial competition by its geographical remoteness and its religious prestige.

The British were the most immediately consequential of the Western powers in relation to Tibet. The British Raj had been extending its influence northward through the Himalayan states since the early nineteenth century, formalizing relationships with Sikkim, Bhutan, and Nepal that gave it treaty rights and trading access in regions that abutted the Tibetan plateau. British commercial and intelligence interest in Tibet was long-standing: the plateau was the source of some of the finest wool in Asia, its trade routes connected the Indian subcontinent to the Central Asian markets, and its geopolitical position made it relevant to the great strategic competition with Russia that British strategists called the Great Game. The Tibetan government under the Thirteenth Dalai Lama had resisted all British attempts at direct diplomatic engagement, refusing to receive British missions and returning British letters unopened — a posture of calculated isolation that reflected both the Tibetan government's confidence in its own position and its deep suspicion of the purposes that lay behind British interest.

The Qing court watched the British pressure on Tibet with mounting anxiety, but its response was characteristically indirect. Rather than deploying military force to reinforce its claims to Tibetan sovereignty — claims that would have required military capacities in the region that the empire simply did not possess in the late nineteenth century — the court relied on the Tibetan government's own resistance to British penetration and on diplomatic communications that reasserted the imperial relationship without backing the assertion with power. This worked reasonably well as long as the Tibetan government remained committed to its isolationist policy and as long as British imperial pressure remained at the level of commercial and diplomatic probing rather than military force.

The Qing dynasty of the late nineteenth century was, in any case, an empire with more urgent crises demanding its attention than the management of its Himalayan frontier. The Taiping Rebellion of 1850–1864 had devastated the Yangtze heartland, killing tens of millions of people and consuming resources and institutional capacity on a scale that permanently weakened the dynasty's ability to respond to subsequent challenges. The defeat in the First Sino-Japanese War of 1895 — a humiliation at the hands of a recently modernized Asian neighbour — destroyed the dynasty's remaining prestige as a military power capable of defending its own territory. The Boxer Uprising of 1900 and the subsequent occupation of Beijing by the eight-power allied force demonstrated the empire's inability to protect even its own capital from foreign military intervention. The court that faced the Younghusband expedition's march on Lhasa in 1904 was a court whose confidence in its own power had been systematically eroded by four decades of catastrophic reverse.

Within this context of imperial decline, a generation of reformist officials and provincial administrators had been arguing for the reorganization of the empire on more centralized and administratively rationalized lines — a programme that drew on both the Western administrative models that Chinese students were encountering through treaty-port exposure and the tradition of Chinese statecraft that emphasized direct bureaucratic control over peripheral territories as the surest guarantor of stability and revenue. The New Policies (xinzheng) programme, initiated after the Boxer debacle, represented the dynasty's attempt to adapt itself to the demands of a modern state: reforming the examination system, building a new military, developing railways and telegraph networks, and rationalizing provincial administration. For the frontier regions of the southwest, the New Policies raised in acute form the question that the jimi system had been designed to defer: whether the empire's nominal sovereignty over territories like Kham could be maintained without the development of the direct administrative and military capacity that genuine sovereignty required.

The reformers' answer was increasingly clear: it could not. The argument they made — with growing urgency through the early 1900s — was that indirect rule through recognized local leaders had been viable when the empire faced no serious external rivals with interests in the frontier zone. Now that the British were pushing northward through the Himalayan states, now that French missionaries were penetrating the Mekong valleys under extraterritorial treaty rights, now that the old strategic barriers of remoteness and religious prestige were being dissolved by the advance of Western imperial power, the jimi system was not a sustainable arrangement but a vulnerability. A frontier administered by tusi whose loyalty was customary rather than legal, whose authority was personal rather than institutional, and whose communities had no deep attachment to the Qing imperial project was a frontier that could be detached, disrupted, or simply ignored by any Western power that chose to establish a presence there. The territorial demarcation of 1727 was only as good as the empire's ability to make it mean something on the ground, and in 1900 that ability was minimal.

The cho-yon relationship with the Tibetan government was subject to the same critique, though the implications were more complex. The priest-patron arrangement had given the empire two centuries of relatively stable influence over a vast and strategically important territory at modest cost, but it rested on conditions — the Tibetan government's own commitment to isolation, the absence of serious external competitors for influence in Lhasa, the continued prestige of the Manchu emperors as patrons of Tibetan Buddhism — that were eroding simultaneously. By the early twentieth century, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama's government was itself beginning to explore the possibility of direct diplomatic engagement with Russia through the Buryat lama Agvan Dorjiev, whose visits to St. Petersburg alarmed the British and provided the intelligence pretext for the Younghusband expedition. The Tibetan government was not passive in the face of its strategic predicament; it was seeking its own way through, and the way it found did not necessarily include the Qing empire as a necessary partner.

For Sichuan's provincial administrators and for the reformist officials in the court who thought about the southwestern frontier with any seriousness, all of these pressures pointed in a single direction: the jimi system in Kham had to be replaced by something more robust, and the cho-yon relationship with Lhasa had to be supplemented by — or replaced with — a direct administrative presence capable of defending the empire's actual territorial interests. The question was not whether this transformation was necessary but how to accomplish it, at what pace, with what resources, and with what degree of sensitivity to the existing structures that would be disrupted in the process. It was the question of method and timing that divided the cautious from the aggressive within the reformist camp, and it was the resolution of that debate in favour of aggressive action — embodied in the appointment of Fengquan and his forward policy programme — that would turn the chronic tensions of the Kham frontier into the acute crisis of 1905.

The Qing empire had built its Tibetan policy on a paradox: the assertion of sovereignty over a territory it did not actually administer, backed by a religious relationship that gave it influence without control, sustained by a geographical remoteness that protected the arrangement from scrutiny. For two centuries, the paradox had been productive — the empire extracted enough from the arrangement to justify its maintenance, and the costs of disrupting it were high enough to discourage adventurism on anyone's part. But paradoxes have a limited lifespan in the presence of sufficient external pressure. The British march to Lhasa in 1904 was the moment when the productive paradox became a strategic liability — when the distance between what the empire claimed and what it could demonstrate became too large to sustain without action. The loose rein had served its purpose. The question was what would replace it, and at what cost.

The answer would be written in fire and blood across the gorge country of eastern Kham. But the fire required a spark, and the spark required a man willing to strike it — a man who arrived in Batang in late 1904 with a reform programme in his briefcase and an impatience for accommodation that would prove, in every sense, fatal.
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​Chapter 3: The Missions of the Mekong — French Catholicism in Eastern Tibet

[image: ]


The man who first brought Christianity into the upper Mekong valleys did not arrive as a conqueror or a diplomat or a trader. He arrived on foot, in a monk's robe that was indistinguishable from those worn by the Tibetan religious mendicants who moved through the high passes on their own circuits of pilgrimage and begging. He spoke enough Tibetan to ask for food and shelter, and he carried in his pack the portable equipment of a Catholic missionary — a breviary, a small crucifix, the materials for celebrating Mass — along with the practical supplies that kept a man alive in terrain where the nearest resupply point was weeks of walking away. His name was Évariste Huc, and his journey through Kham and central Tibet in 1844–1846, undertaken with his fellow Lazarist priest Joseph Gabet, produced one of the most vivid and widely read accounts of the Tibetan world that European audiences had yet encountered. Huc's book, published in Paris in 1850, created the image of Tibet in the European imagination for a generation: a vast, cold, strange, deeply Buddhist civilization perched on the roof of the world, simultaneously forbidding and fascinating, simultaneously resistant to and strangely open about its religious life. It also established a template for the missionary approach to Tibet that the Société des Missions Étrangères de Paris would pursue for the next half-century: penetration through disguise and endurance, conversion of the margins before any attempt at the centre, patient establishment of small communities in the gorge country before any confrontation with the great monasteries of the plateau.

Huc and Gabet were not MEP men — they were Lazarists, members of a different missionary congregation — and their central Tibetan mission ended in expulsion by the Lhasa government without producing any permanent Christian community. But the lesson that the MEP took from their experience was practical and precise: Tibet's plateau heartland was impenetrable to any direct missionary effort, at least for the foreseeable future. The Tibetan government's hostility to foreign religious presence was absolute and its capacity to enforce expulsion was sufficient. If Christianity was to establish itself in the Tibetan cultural world, it would have to do so not from the centre but from the periphery — not from Lhasa but from the gorge country of Kham, where the reach of the Lhasa government was attenuated, where the local communities were more heterogeneous and more economically precarious, and where a missionary willing to endure the physical conditions might eventually find the crevices of receptivity that any sustained evangelism requires.

The Société des Missions Étrangères de Paris was, by the mid-nineteenth century, the most experienced missionary organization in Asia. Founded in 1658 with a papal mandate to evangelize the kingdoms of Asia that lay beyond the already-missionized regions of the Iberian maritime empires, the MEP had been operating in southern China, Vietnam, Korea, Japan, and the Himalayan borderlands for two centuries before it turned its primary attention to Tibet. It had produced martyrs — the Society kept careful records of its dead, and the list of priests executed for their faith in Vietnam and Korea was long — and it had produced men of extraordinary personal resilience, capable of living for decades in environments that would have destroyed anyone less committed. The MEP priest in the Mekong gorges was typically a man in his twenties or thirties who had accepted at the time of his departure from France that he was unlikely to return, that his life expectancy in the field was uncertain at best, and that the goal he was working toward — the conversion of Tibet — was so remote from anything achievable in a single human lifetime that progress could only be measured in tiny increments across generations.

The treaty framework that made MEP activity in the Tibetan borderlands legally possible — or at least legally arguable — was the product of the unequal treaties that China had been forced to sign with France in the aftermath of the Arrow War of 1856–1860. The Treaty of Tientsin of 1858 and the Convention of Peking of 1860 gave French missionaries the right to travel freely in the interior of China, to acquire land and buildings for religious purposes, and to exercise a degree of extraterritorial protection over their converts. The precise scope of these rights in the border regions of Kham — territories whose administrative status was ambiguous even without the complication of extraterritorial claims — was never definitively resolved, and the MEP missionaries exploited that ambiguity systematically, claiming whatever treaty rights seemed most advantageous in any particular confrontation with local or provincial authority. The Qing court's position was consistently that the treaty protections applied in properly Chinese territory and that the borderlands were a different matter, but the court's ability to enforce this position in remote gorge valleys where its own administrative presence was minimal was limited.

The first permanent MEP mission station in the upper Mekong valley was established at Bonga (Cigu in Chinese sources) in the valley of the Lancang, on the Yunnan side of the gorge country, in the 1850s. The priest who established it — Renou, later Desgodins, then a succession of others — found the work slow, the converts few, and the hostility of the surrounding Buddhist community persistent and sometimes violent. Early mission records document a recurrent pattern: a small community of converts, typically drawn from the economically marginal — poorer farming families, orphans taken in by the mission, individuals who had been expelled or ostracized from the monastic community for various infractions — gathered around the mission station, maintained through a combination of genuine religious conviction and the practical material benefits that mission connection could provide, and perpetually threatened by the hostility of the monastic establishment and of those community members who experienced the converts' exemption from customary obligations as an economic injury.

The exemption from customary obligations was the central economic fact of conversion in the Kham context, and it deserves extended attention because it is impossible to understand the ferocity of monastic opposition to the missions without understanding what conversion actually meant in material terms. A Tibetan Buddhist farming family in the Mekong valleys owed a complex set of obligations to the local monastic establishment: the corvée labour days of 'u-lag, the tithe on agricultural produce, the fees for ritual services, and the obligation to provide transport animals for the monastery's trading activities. These obligations varied by community and by the specific agreements that governed the relationship between particular villages and particular monasteries, but they were in all cases substantial. A family with two adult men might owe thirty or forty days of corvée labour per year to the monastery, in addition to a tithe of perhaps a tenth of its grain production and the periodic transport duties that could call away its yaks and horses at agriculturally inconvenient moments.

When a family converted to Catholicism and placed itself under the mission's protection, the MEP priests argued — with the Treaty of Tientsin as their legal instrument — that the converted family's corvée obligations to the monastery were cancelled. The converts were no longer Buddhists; the monastic obligations they owed were religious rather than civil in character; and the treaty framework exempted them from obligations whose basis was religious affiliation rather than civic membership. This argument was legally questionable in its application to the borderlands and logically contestable even on its own terms — many of the 'u-lag obligations had an economic rather than a strictly religious basis — but the MEP missionaries pressed it with the confidence of men who knew that the alternative was to watch their converts remain enmeshed in a system of obligations that made their practical independence from the monastic economy impossible.

For the monasteries, this was not a theological dispute but an economic one, and the economic dimensions were immediately and concretely quantifiable. Every converted family represented a specific reduction in the monastery's labour pool, a specific reduction in its grain tithe income, and a specific reduction in its transport capacity. A mission station with fifty converts was a mission station that had removed fifty households from the monastic economic system, and in a valley community where the monastery's landholdings might encompass a substantial fraction of the agricultural land, fifty households was a meaningful proportion of the available labour force. The abbots who protested to Qing officials about the missions were not being unreasonable in their alarm, by any standard of economic self-interest. They were watching the erosion of the foundation on which their institutions rested, one family at a time, and the erosion was accelerating as the mission network extended itself through the gorge country.

The geography of that extension followed the river valleys with a logic that was simultaneously practical and strategic. The Lancang — the Mekong — provided the primary axis of MEP missionary penetration into the Kham borderlands, with the Bonga-Cigu station serving as the base from which priests pushed northward into increasingly remote valleys. By the 1860s and 1870s, mission stations had been established at several points along the upper Lancang and at Tsekou (Cizhong), a settlement in the Nu valley where the river emerges from a narrow gorge into a brief widening that allowed the establishment of a church and a small agricultural community. Tsekou would become one of the MEP's most significant Tibetan borderlands stations, its church — eventually rebuilt in a romanesque style with decorative elements drawn from Chinese religious architecture — standing as a physical marker of the mission's determination to establish a permanent presence in terrain that had expelled every previous Christian attempt.

Northward from Tsekou, the Lancang narrowed again into gorge country that was progressively less accessible and more climatically extreme, but the priests pushed on. By the 1880s and 1890s, MEP missionaries were present in the Batang valley itself — on the Sichuan side of the administrative boundary, in the heartland of one of Kham's most significant Gelugpa monastic networks. The Batang mission was a more ambitious undertaking than anything the MEP had previously attempted in the borderlands, because Batang was not a remote valley settlement but a significant regional centre: the market town at the convergence of the main Sichuan-Tibet road, the seat of the hereditary tusi, and the home of Kangning Gompa, one of the larger monastery establishments in eastern Kham. Establishing a mission in Batang meant establishing it in a place where its presence would be immediately visible to the most powerful institutions in the region and where the economics of conversion would have the most direct and most resented impact.

It was in this context that Jean-Andr
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