







FOR TIBET, WITH LOVE

A Beginner’s Guide to Changing the World

ISABEL LOSADA
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For Tibetans, both inside and outside Tibet.

And for their friends and supporters all over the world.


‘I knew as well as I knew anything that the oppressor must be liberated just as surely as the oppressed. A man who takes away another man’s freedom is a prisoner of hatred, he is locked behind the bars of prejudice and narrow mindedness. I am not truly free if I am taking away someone else’s freedom, just as surely as I am not free when my freedom is taken from me. The oppressed and the oppressor alike are robbed of their humanity.’

Nelson Mandela, Long Walk to Freedom

‘All that is necessary for the triumph of evil is that good people do nothing.’ Edmund Burke, 1729–1797

‘Whatever you do will be insignificant, but it is very important that you do it.’ Mahatma Gandhi, 1869–1948
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Preface to this third edition

It has been six years since For Tibet, With Love: A Beginner’s Guide to Changing the World was first published. ‘What has happened since then?’ you may well ask.

The Chinese Government remains ever hopeful that the ‘Tibetan problem’ will somehow go away. They are waiting for Tibetans to wake up one morning and choose to give up their unique identity, culture, deep love for His Holiness the Dalai Lama, language and religion and leave the house wanting only to wave flags in love and gratitude for being part of the great Motherland of China. So far they are still disappointed.

Despite Tibet being one of the Chinese Government’s two most important issues of national sovereignty (the other is Taiwan), the courageous protests continue. 2008 saw a national uprising and Tibetans took to the streets to wave the forbidden Tibetan flag and ask for their country back. The demonstrations were almost all peaceful, but inevitably there was some violence; over 200 people were killed and others imprisoned. It seems that Tibetans are still not grateful enough for their roads, widescreen TV sets, the compulsory ‘opportunity’ to be educated in Chinese and all the other benefits that have been forced upon them. Since 2008 the protests have continued — schoolchildren, students, writers, artists, nomads, farmers, teachers and everyone who can find a way to express their views does so — with almost unimaginable courage. The Tibetan cause which was once led by Tibetans in exile is now being led by Tibetans in Tibet. The Chinese government is annoyed. Very annoyed.

The Chinese Government is so annoyed that they have accidentally made His Holiness the Dalai Lama the most important player in their foreign policy. Whilst declaring him ‘of no importance’ they make furious phone calls to any country who dares to welcome him and, in apoplectic rage, threaten not to play with this country any more. The tragic comedy continues.

Meanwhile, some words about the response to this book, which has been extraordinary. As I am easy to reach on Facebook and at www.isabellosada.com, I get lots of messages from readers — the call to ‘Act for Tibet’ has been well and truly understood. Readers have been to talk to their MPs about the UK policy on Tibet, they have travelled to Tibet to teach, built orphanages, built schools, trained midwives, planted woods, paid for the treatment of former torture victims now in India, and I know of at least five Tibetan children that are having their education paid for by readers. Others have just raised money which we then give away to small projects in Tibet — readers have held Tibetan Tea parties, ‘Tipples for Tibet’ drinks parties, jumped out of planes and, quite literally, walked over fire. Amazing.

On an equally enterprising note, one reader, taking to heart my tip that interesting Tibetan men (often former monks) can be met on the balcony of the ‘Om’ hotel in Dharamsala, went there, picked herself a husband, brought him back to the UK and they now have two children. I have lived up to the promise that this book changes lives — even if, in some cases, this is not quite what I had in mind. So I thank you all for your extraordinary response to this work. Please join The International Campaign for Tibet. May you be happy. May you be well. Keep in touch.

Isabel Losada, Battersea Park Road, London 2010


The Quest

Sometimes you just have to do something, don’t you? Sometimes an injustice comes along and you think ‘No, this cannot be’ and rather than just sigh, turn off the TV or throw away the newspaper — you know it’s time to act.

If you or I decide to take an action for a cause beyond ourselves, one in which we have no historical reason to become involved, will we inevitably be greeted with cynicism and be made a laughing-stock? Perhaps. But I enjoy making people laugh. So that’s the first problem solved.

It doesn’t matter what the injustice is that’s got you hopping about. It could be the destruction of the rainforest, the war in the Middle East or drug addiction in your neighbourhood — it’s all the same. It’s making a difference that I’m playing with here.

And I know these are serious topics but I say ‘playing with’ on purpose because I believe that joy has to be a part of it. I want to be persistently joyful and joyfully persistent, even with the most difficult of tasks, because we have a limited number of heartbeats left. I believe that it’s OK to want to make a difference and have fun … as you’ll see.

So I look around the world and the escalating violence is so bad that I know I’m not the only one who wants to do something. What can you and I do about the war on terror? I’ll tell you: We can observe that terror is not the way that we want to go. So we ask ‘Who is the world’s leading proponent of non-violence?’ Most people, when asked this question say, ‘the Dalai Lama’. He asks for what he wants for Tibetans but insists on non-violence. He’s the man for me.

Why is the world fighting terror with terror and yet not supporting a man who has spoken for non-violence for fifty years? Why are we ignoring the sanest voice on the planet? And can one crazy, misguided woman that lives on Battersea Park Road in London do anything about it?

For many years I have carried with me the famous serenity prayer:

Grant me the serenity to accept the things I can not change

The courage to change the things I can

And the wisdom to know the difference.

This will be my guide.

So here is my quest. To understand the prayer — to learn to have just a small amount of serenity, courage and wisdom. And perhaps to change the world a little.


Part: The First

Grant me the serenity to accept

the things I cannot change 


The Beginning of the Beginning

Wednesdays between six and eight

This being the twenty-first century, ‘The man who moves a mountain starts with one small click.’ Whatever it is you want to do to change the world, the first step is now to switch on a computer. My computer skills are of a fairly basic kind but I know that there is a butler somewhere in my machine, called Jeeves, and I can ask him anything I want from ‘Is there life after death?’ to ‘What shall I do on Friday evening?’ I don’t really see Jeeves as a political activist but he’s a mine of information. So I asked him, ‘What can I do about Tibet?’ and he told me that on Wednesdays between 6 p.m. and 8 p.m. there is a demonstration against the Chinese occupation outside the Chinese Embassy, just down the road from the BBC in Portland Place, London.

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d demonstrated for or against anything. My last book, The Battersea Park Road to Enlightenment, is an exploration of personal happiness. Happiness is a great subject and being happy ourselves is perhaps the best contribution that we can make to the world. On the other hand, I realised that the critics who had accused me of tummy-button-gazing were right. I know about the world inside me but I have no experience in trying to change anything not sporting my navel. Reflecting on this, I was filled with shame. As a student I’d joined a march with CND and the Anti-Apartheid Movement and since then I’ve written two letters for Greenpeace. Perhaps there is a balance but I’d leaned over so far one way I’d fallen asleep. Standing outside the Chinese Embassy for two hours may not be doing much — but it would be more than I’d done for the last ten years.

When the day came I found myself wondering what you wear to demonstrate. Don’t sigh, I don’t mean the right Ab Fab fashion. But there is a dilemma. If you wear clothes in which you can sit on the pavement and keep dry if it rains, you soon look scruffy and fit far too easily into a category where the Chinese officials and the police can just see ‘troublemakers’. So I arrived in shorts and a white top on my trusty two-wheeler, to find a very small crowd in anoraks and waterproofs. If you can call eight people a crowd.

Should you ever venture down Portland Place early on a Wednesday evening, you could be forgiven for being confused. Apparently there is an international law that protects embassies in all countries. If you want to demonstrate outside an embassy you are obliged to stand on the other side of the road. Fortunately for the Chinese it happens that Portland Place, where they are lucky enough to have their embassy, is a very wide road. So what you see is a group of demonstrators outside the Royal Institute of British Architects. Car drivers stare curiously at them, presumably thinking that there really are some ugly buildings in the UK, but what could the vexed individuals be demanding?

Meanwhile, the night that I cycled up, peace reigned in the building opposite. No flag was flying to indicate to passers-by that it was an embassy. The windows were closed and the shutters were down. It looked totally deserted.

A delightful character with a long beard and long straggly hair arrived and pulled out his home-made banners from a bag that he carries on his back whilst wobbling along on his bike. The banners say ‘Free Tibet’, ‘China out of Tibet’, ‘Free the Panchen Lama — the World’s Youngest Political Prisoner’, ‘Stop Enforced Birth Control in Tibet’, ‘Stop Nuclear Dumping in Tibet’, ‘Stop Human Rights Abuses in Tibet’. Huge issues painted with poster paints on old pieces of cardboard.

‘Hello — which one would you like?’ said the bearded character.

I rather liked ‘Beep Your Horn for Tibet’ but someone else took that. ‘I’ll take that big Tibetan flag on the bamboo pole, please,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’

I looked at my fellow demonstrators and considered the might of the continent of China. One or two ladies in their sixties. One wore a T-shirt — ‘Don’t kill the elephants’. The other looked like a member of the Women’s Institute or the Mothers’ Union. One man wore a large straw hat and had a horn which, he informed me, he’d bought at the Notting Hill Carnival. He wore sandals that were falling apart and most of the buttons had long since parted company with his shirt. I smiled at him and he leaned towards me and whispered in a conspiratorial tone, ‘I’ve heard some bad news …’

‘Oh?’ I said, noticing his flushed red face and swollen stomach.

‘About Colombia … but don’t tell anyone …’

I said, ‘I don’t know anything about Colombia. So perhaps you’d better not tell me.’

I looked at him and he honked his horn. No one else spoke to him.

In fact the demonstrators didn’t seem to talk much to each other. One very tall and thin man gave off ‘don’t talk to me’ vibes with every ounce of non-verbal communication that a human being is capable of. He looked very uncomfortable and avoided my eye as I attempted to smile at him. Two women talked between themselves, they seemed to have been demonstrating for many years and maybe they were tired of people who turned up once and never came back. They didn’t approach me — so I didn’t approach them.

Then the remaining lady said, ‘Hello, I’m Paula.’ She must have been in her forties or early fifties, long hair and a relaxed friendly look about her. I held out the hand that wasn’t holding the flag. ‘Pleased to meet you, I’m Isabel.’ She explained that she was the one who brought a flask of tea every week and distributed it to the banner-wavers. She seemed gentle and lovely.

‘Have you been involved in the Tibetan cause for long?’ I asked, feeling as if my powers to ask interesting questions had deserted me for the evening.

‘Yes, I first taught English to Tibetan refugee children in India about ten years ago.’

Then a ‘shout’ started. The long-haired man called out, in an impressively loud voice, ‘China, China, China’ and the assembled crew replied ‘Out, Out, Out’. Then he called, ‘Free Tibet!’ We responded, ‘China Out!’ He said ‘China Out!’ and we said ‘Free Tibet!’ It was good clear communication. But was anyone listening?

I glanced at the Embassy. The might of China was unmoved. The closed eyes of the shuttered windows didn’t blink. A solitary policewoman, posted by the front door, must have been glad of the entertainment we were providing.

I waved my Tibetan flag and decided to stroll across the road. I smiled at her broadly as I approached.

She smiled back, ‘You aren’t allowed to stand on this side of the road with that flag. You know that.’

‘No, I don’t actually — this is my first time.’

‘I see.’

I smiled at her some more and stood with my flag on the wrong side of the road. ‘So what happens if I sit on the Embassy step with my flag?’

‘I’d have to ask you to move.’

‘And if I didn’t?’

‘I’d have to call the local patrol and they’d move you.’

‘I see. My name’s Isabel by the way.’ And I held out my hand. She shook it.

‘Sarah. How old are you?’

I laughed. ‘Why do you ask that?’ I didn’t tell her. ‘How old are you?’

‘I’m twenty-eight,’ she said. It’s very strange, meeting police who are younger than I am.

‘So what else am I not allowed to do?’

‘You aren’t supposed to be standing here with that flag!’ She laughed.

‘I won’t get you into trouble, will I?’ I asked.

‘No, don’t worry.’

So I raised it a little in the direction of the camera above the door of the Embassy.

‘What else can’t I do, then?’

‘You can’t lay flowers on the steps of the Embassy. They used to do that all the time in memory of the Tibetan dead.’

‘So I could get arrested for laying flowers.’

‘You’d be cautioned, I suppose. You don’t want to get arrested, do you?’ She was a bit wary of me.

‘I was thinking of it. Do you know anything about Tibet? The Chinese occupation? The destruction of the culture and the environment?’

‘Not really.’

‘Do you see the picture of that boy on the banner?’ I pointed to a black-and-white photo of a beautiful boy of about six.

‘Yes?’

‘That’s the Panchen Lama — he’s a political prisoner and no one knows where he is. He’s a teenager now.’

‘I’m going to have to ask you not to stand here,’ she said.

‘I understand, yes.’ I didn’t move. I just went on smiling. ‘Do you enjoy working for the police force?’ I asked.

‘I love it.’

‘I’d find it hard, I think.’

‘Why?’

‘I’d never want to lock anyone up. Don’t you find it hard, with kids, for example?’

‘Sometimes, but some people just don’t care …’

That morning I had spoken to a ‘super model’. What a difference. I told her, ‘This morning a model told me she hated her job and she didn’t know any happy models. She said they are all insecure and have terrible relationships because the men like them for their looks. Never, in ten years, had she met a happy model.’

‘Well, tonight you’ve met a happy policewoman. You’re not really going to get arrested, are you?’

‘I’m just doing some research right now. But thanks for the information.’

Then from nowhere a tall elegant Chinese official appeared. He walked up to us and, ignoring me and the flag, he directed his eye to Sarah and spoke to her quite pleasantly as if I didn’t exist — ’Have they changed the rules?’ he asked. ‘Are these people allowed on this side of the road now?’

‘No,’ she said, seeming embarrassed herself by the way he had ignored me. I attempted to smile at him but he walked away to join an anxious-looking wife and a baby in a buggy.

‘That’s OK.’ I smiled at her. ‘I’ll go now. The demo is over now anyway. It’s been lovely meeting you.’

‘And you too …’ She obviously wondered if this was the right thing to be saying. ‘What’s your second name, Isabel?’

‘Losada. Why, are you going to write a report on me?’

‘Yes, we have to write notes on anything that happens, for the person who is here next week.’

I see. I thought I’d give her more useful information. ‘I live in Battersea and I have a ginger cat.’

The demonstration was ending. The banners were put into bags and the flags rolled up. The long-haired leader of the ‘shout’ who painted the banners smiled at me. ‘Do you go to the pub now?’ I asked. ‘Can I buy you a drink? I have vouchers for free coffee in Starbucks.’ Some of the women glowered at me. ‘I know they are an evil multinational bent on world domination,’ I attempted my defence feebly. ‘But I happen to have vouchers … I’m not going to give them money.’ Silence. ‘How about a glass of wine, then?’

‘Sure …’ said the beard. ‘I don’t normally but why not? My name’s Simon Gould.’

We trundled into the local pub, nearly removing the eyes of several innocent bystanders with our flagpoles and banners.

‘So is it dangerous, all this?’

‘Not really. I once had my phones bugged and I’ve had a couple of bruises.’

He obviously enjoyed himself.

‘How did you know your phones were bugged?’

‘The ringing went all strange. Instead of the usual two “bringg, bringgs”, I’d just get one very long “briiinnngggg” and I once heard talking in the background.’

I laughed. ‘So what did you do about it?’

‘I said lots of cool calm things like “No, we’re not planning any action during Jiang Zemin’s visit”. Which of course we were. And Scotland Yard once asked me if I’d received any anonymous phone calls or death threats.’

‘Had you?’

‘No. But I think they had to ask that as a part of a legal process that justifies bugging me “for my safety”.’

‘So you think it was Scotland Yard who were bugging you and not the Chinese?’

‘Of course I don’t know, but I’d guess so. The security around the time of Jiang Zemin’s visit was so tight that even Scotland Yard have now admitted it was illegal. The British government didn’t want him to suffer the indignity of seeing a Tibetan flag.’

‘So didn’t you wave flags anyway?’

‘We tried but we were forced not to. At one point my pedal bike and I were both put into the back of a van. And on another day they pulled me off a wall. The two policemen were terrified they’d hurt me …’

I love a good story.

‘I was standing on a wall about six foot high by the river with the Tibetan flag unfurled where we knew Jiang Zemin was due to pass. The policeman said, “I must ask you to step off the wall, sir, for you own safety.” I said that I felt quite safe and wasn’t going to fall, thank you. He said, “I must insist that, for your own safety, sir, you step off the wall.”’ The long-haired long-bearded character was smiling at the memory.

‘May I ask how old you are, Simon?’

‘I’m fifty-four. Anyway the policeman was obliged to grab me and force me off the wall. They expected me to resist but I didn’t, I just went floppy like a rag doll when they pulled me off the six-foot wall. I was in a heap on the ground, bundled up in the Tibetan flag, with my T-shirt over my head. I could tell they were worried. I was winded but OK so I said “That’s it! No more friendly relations with the police …” and I heard a voice say, “Oh don’t be like that, sir.” It was friendly enough but they had obviously been told to do whatever was necessary to ensure that no flags were to be seen. So much for the right to peaceful demonstration.’

‘How long have you been doing this?’

‘Since 1989. The Tiananmen Square massacre. I started with the Chinese radicals. Not many people realise that most of the demonstrators wanted pure Communism.’

‘I thought the students were pro democracy?’

‘That’s the way it was reported in the West but some were radical Communists demonstrating against the corruption. I know this because I met so many of them. My son, who was seven at the time, became friendly with the Chinese kids as we all used to demonstrate together …’

‘Do you have Chinese people who demonstrate with you now?’

‘Yes, sometimes. The ones who have come to understand what their government has done in Tibet. And is doing.’

He suddenly looked pensive and far away. ‘I’ve had about 600 letters from Tibetan refugees in India, asking me to continue. It’s very moving.’

‘So what’s next?’

‘We are starting a demonstration opposite Downing Street on Wednesdays between 1 p.m. and 4 p.m. Will you come?’

‘I’m not sure …’

‘I’ve got to dash now. Here’s my phone number.’

He put his bag of banners on his back and staggered out under the weight to get on his bike. I was still holding a Tibetan flag.

‘Would you like to keep that?’

‘Yes. I think I would.’

‘OK, then. Bring it next week.’ And off he wobbled.

I too had a bike but only one flag. I decided to unfurl it and ride home with it flapping in the wind. I heard people were sent to prison in Tibet for waving a Tibetan flag.

My silhouette looked like one of the early propaganda posters for Communism under Stalin. Suddenly I wasn’t an individual any more. I imagined
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Waking up in Kathmandu
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Yak tea with the Rinpoche
















































































































She is so naughty
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By the Same Author

New Habits

The Battersea Park Road to Enlightenment

Men! (Where the **** are They?)


Acclaim for For Tibet, With Love

‘Isabel Losada thinks her way through the greatest ‘lost cause’ on the planet, which she discovers is not lost at all, just very hard to understand as it calls for a different kind of courage — based on love, not on anger. Isabel’s story brings this truism to life in a vivid, funny, heartwarming, delightful way. It’s a great read, a live teaching! I enjoyed it, laughed, laughed and learned a lot!’ Professor Robert Thurman, Tibetologist

‘This charming tale of one woman’s dedicated personal journey captures the spirit of compassion in action. I recommend it to all who are interested in making a difference in our violent world’ Lama Surya Das, author of Awakening the Buddha Within

‘A smart, funny, compassionate surprise, a pleasure to read, and the perfect remedy for anyone who feels that they are too insignificant to make a difference’ Dinty Moore, author of The Accidental Buddhist

‘With large doses of humour delivered and endearing humility this book will inspire you to change the world in your own way — whatever that may be’ The Buddhist Review

‘With equal doses of whimsy and intellectual rigour Isabel demonstrates how doing good can be a creative endeavour and one that doesn’t have to be deadly serious to be sincere. Losada’s inspiration is infectious, hip and irreverent. For Tibet, With Love also pleases with its substance’ Shambhala Sun Magazine

Acclaim for Battersea Park Road to Enlightenment

Chosen as a BBC Radio 4 Book of the Week

‘Candid, thought-provoking, sassy and very, very funny’ Daily Telegraph

‘Brilliantly batty’ Elle

‘Endearing’ Independent

‘Very funny and never cynical’ Ireland on Sunday

‘Great fun yet always honest’ Bookseller

‘Swift, snappy and engaging’ Sunday Tribune
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