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To His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama.

For the people of Tibet,

to those who have fought for our freedom,

and in memory of those who sacrificed their lives for the cause.


INTRODUCTION

Writing The Noodle Maker of Kalimpong

THE FOURTEENTH DALAI Lama and his brother Gyalo Thondup could scarcely be more different. But the ties that bind them are unbreakable. They are two sides of the same struggle for the survival of Tibet. In the politics of modern Tibet, only the Dalai Lama himself has been more important than Gyalo Thondup.

The Dalai Lama is the spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhists and of Buddhist believers everywhere. He has won the respect, admiration, and even adulation of a worldwide audience. “My message is always the same,” writes the Dalai Lama, “to cultivate and practice love, tenderness, compassion and tolerance.”

Gyalo Thondup sees himself as an obedient, selfless, and loyal servant to the Dalai Lama and Tibet. But his work has been conducted in secret, out of the limelight, in the nitty-gritty of international politics and the violence of a clandestine war of resistance.

Of the five male siblings who lived to adulthood, Gyalo Thondup alone did not become a monk. Instead, from the time the family moved to Lhasa in 1939, just after his brother Lhamo Thondup had been annointed the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, he was groomed to serve his brother on matters of state. Reting Regent, who had been chosen to serve as head of state until the young Dalai Lama reached majority, considered relations with China to be of such immense importance and Tibetans’ knowledge of their giant neighbor so weak that Gyalo Thondup was sent to study in China. President Chiang Kai-shek was to become his sponsor.

When Chiang Kai-shek and his Nationalist Party lost the long civil war to Mao Zedong and the Chinese Communist Party, China’s long latent threat to Tibet quickly turned real. The Tibetan government was forced under duress to sign the Seventeen Point Agreement ceding sovereignty to the recently established government of mainland China. As parts of Tibet rose up in resistance against their new rulers, Gyalo Thondup, then in exile in India, became the secret interlocutor between the CIA and the underground freedom movement in Tibet. His efforts helped keep the resistance movement alive. When the Dalai Lama was forced to flee his homeland in March 1959, Gyalo Thondup was at the border just inside India to greet him, having obtained from Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru a grant of political asylum for his brother and everyone who had accompanied him in flight.

With the Dalai Lama safely in India, Gyalo Thondup became a leading figure within the new Tibetan government-in-exile, serving as the major spokesman for Tibet to the Indian government and most of the outside world, including the United States and the United Nations. A rarity among Tibetans, Gyalo Thondup is fluent in Tibetan, Chinese, and English, allowing him to communicate directly with many of the world’s most powerful leaders. In 1979, after the death of Mao Zedong and the ascension to power of Deng Xiaoping, it was to Gyalo Thondup that the new Chinese leader turned to re-establish contact with the Dalai Lama and the Tibetans in exile. For more than two decades, Gyalo Thondup shuttled between India and China trying without success to negotiate an agreement that would allow the Dalai Lama to return to his homeland.

For years, people close to Gyalo Thondup have encouraged him to write his memoirs, and for years he has promised that he would. Representatives of the Chinese Communist government even offered to send him to an island resort with a team of journalists to help put the story together. Gyalo Thondup called upon his friend Elsie Walker instead, hoping she could find someone, an American perhaps, to help him write.

Elsie Walker’s friendship with the Dalai Lama traces back for decades, and so, too, does her friendship with several members of his family, including Gyalo Thondup. Elsie had been instrumental in arranging the Dalai Lama’s first meeting with an American president, her cousin George H. W. Bush, and later made the introductions that led to the ongoing friendship between His Holiness and the second President Bush. She had worked inside Tibet for years, cooperating with local officials on grassroots development projects. Elsie turned to me in the hope that I might help. She had read The Private Life of Chairman Mao that I wrote with Mao’s longtime personal physician, Li Zhisui, and knew that I had experience interviewing.

When Elsie Walker broached the possibility of my working with Gyalo Thondup, I was fascinated. But I demurred. I was too busy. I was not a Tibet specialist. I am a student of modern and contemporary China. Elsie saw my China background as a plus. China looms so large in the life of contemporary Tibet that understanding what is happening in Tibet requires an understanding of China, too.

We found another China specialist, a young journalist who had once been a student of mine, to write the memoirs. But when the possibility of retaliation from the Chinese government proved too daunting, he had to pull out of the project. By then, even after 35 years of visiting China, living there for a number of them, being devoted to understanding China and promoting better cooperation between our two countries, and writing several books, the Chinese government had refused my request for a visa. China had been my life’s work and my passion, and suddenly I was no longer allowed to go. But I could not stop writing. Gyalo Thondup gave me a new story to tell.

I have a longtime interest in Tibet. My files date from 1984 and the New York Times book review of John Avedon’s In Exile from the Land of Snows. Avedon’s book was my first serious introduction to Tibet and left a powerful impression. A visit to Tibet in 1985, just as it was opening to foreigners, further piqued my interest.

In the fall of 1987, I was living in Beijing, working with an organization that arranged academic study tours to China and Tibet, when riots broke out in Lhasa. We had a group of some 30 people in Lhasa at the time. I still have my notes, handwritten in pencil on yellow lined paper, of my telephone conversations with the group leader there, describing what was happening on the streets—the small protest that began on September 27 when several monks from the Drepung monastery were arrested after carrying the banned Tibetan flag and shouting slogans in support of the Dalai Lama and the independence of Tibet, and the much larger demonstration with many more arrests that took place on October 1, when the crowd set fire to the police station in order to allow the prisoners to escape. Soon someone sent me John Ackerly’s photograph of one of the monks who had led his escape, the badly burned right arm held high, his hand in a fist, his left arm draped in a traditional white khata scarf.1 The reports of the protests that I had received in near real time in Beijing complemented others I read later, including the congressional testimony of Indiana University professor Elliot Sperling2 and reports by Robbie Barnett, who was making his first visit to Tibet when the riots began.3 Barnett went on to become a professor at Columbia University and one of the country’s leading specialists on contemporary Tibet.

Jeremy Bernstein’s 1987 New Yorker article best captured my own thoughts about Tibet at the time. “There is something profoundly moving about the Tibetan way of life,” he wrote, “about its religious essence. One feels instinctively that if this civilization were crushed and replaced by something that was yet another imitation of ourselves the world would be poorer for it.”4 I did not want to see Tibetan culture crushed or for the world to become poorer for it.

After my book Enemies of the People5 was published, several American specialists of Tibet encouraged me to undertake a similar endeavor with Tibetans. They promised to find interpreters and offered to help make the arrangements. Enemies was based largely on interviews with Chinese who had been victims of Mao’s Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution. I had cited Avedon’s In Exile from the Land of Snows for its description of what he labeled the “cultural genocide” that had taken place in Tibet under Mao. The opportunity to expand my skills to include the story of Tibet was enticing. But the political situation did not permit it. Interviewing Tibetans in Tibet about what they may have suffered under Maoist rule was too politically sensitive.

My interest in Tibet was rekindled in the winter of 2002–2003 with my first visit to Qinghai. Qinghai was so distinctly different and the people so disarmingly outgoing that the place almost swept me off my feet. Qinghai includes a large part of the traditional Tibetan province of Amdo, and its population, particularly in more rural areas, is still largely Tibetan. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama and five of his siblings, including Gyalo Thondup, were born there. I began spending as much time as possible in Qinghai.

Gyalo Thondup and I spent many months together during the course of this project, briefly in Washington, DC, sometimes in Hong Kong, once in New Delhi, and mostly at his hilltop compound in Kalimpong, India, where he has lived in relative obscurity since 1999, running the noodle factory that he and his wife, Diki Dolkar, established nearly forty years ago. I had never been to India, and suddenly there I was with Elsie Walker, arriving exhausted at the New Delhi airport in the middle of the night, soon to be off to Kalimpong.

The heavily trafficked route from the Bagdogra airport to Kalimpong has become familiar, but the journey is always intense, a multi-sensory sociological smorgasbord of that part of West Bengal. The journey begins outside Siliguri on a hot, arid plain along a long, flat road lined with countless open-air stalls and jammed with cows, dogs, goats, carts, overfilled buses, motorcycles, bicycles, slow-moving cars, and throngs of colorful humanity. “Honk horn” the sign on the rear of the larger vehicles reads, and the sound of honking is constant, exuberant and conversational rather than angry.

The air grows cooler as the road begins to climb, and we pass through a tropical jungle dotted by waterfalls, shrines to the Hindu goddess Kali, and more open-air roadside stalls, progressing upwards through an endless series of switchback curves where rockslides are frequent and the road is in a never-ending process of repair. The trip can take anywhere from two-and-a-half to five or more hours depending on the state of the roads. Monkeys gather in families along the street observing the traffic and alert to the likelihood of edible treats proffered by passing travelers.

The road from the Teesta River to the heart of Kalimpong is named according to the number of miles from the river, and this last part of the journey always seems the longest—a combination of anticipation and the numerous switchback curves that slow the climb to a crawl. The center of Kalimpong is at 10-Mile Road. The streets are hilly, narrow, full of potholes, and lined with listless sleeping dogs. The town is crowded with shoppers during the day, with the number of women who still dress in saris giving color to otherwise drab surroundings. The countless tiny open air shops are crammed to overflowing with almost every imaginable commodity—medicines (both Western and homeopathic), saris, blue jeans, t-shirts, electronics, pastries, Tibetan antiques, Lux soap, carpets, imported British biscuits, magazines and comic books, tailors, silversmiths and shops selling nothing but gold. Restaurants serve Chinese, Nepali, and Indian food as well as Italian pizza. There is even a Café de Paris, owned and run by a young Nepalese woman and her French husband. The wife speaks excellent English with a strong French accent, and the cheerful young waiter is deaf and mute. The couple met when they were both working with an NGO serving the handicapped.

The foreign spies who once gave the town its unseemly reputation have disappeared, and so have the colorful Tibetan traders with their dangling earrings, long swords, and yaks and mules loaded with salt and wool. Traces of history can be still found at the Himalayan Hotel, once the home of David Macdonald, a leading officer in the Younghusband expedition to Lhasa in 1904, who helped the Thirteenth Dalai Lama escape to India in advance of the Chinese army in 1910, and later served as a British trade official in Tibet for some twenty years. The hotel is still owned and run by David Macdonald’s grandson and his wife Nilam (though now, regrettably, the property is up for sale), and has played host to some of the world’s great explorers and Tibetophiles, including the indomitable French explorer Alexandra David-Néel, Prince Peter of Denmark and Greece, Heinrich Harrer of Seven Years in Tibet, British diplomat and scholar of Tibet Sir Charles Bell, and numerous teams of mountain climbers off to conquer Mount Everest. Richard Gere was a more recent guest, renting the entire eight-room main building. I stay in room number five where, I am assured, Richard Gere once slept. David, my Roman Catholic Nepali waiter, is proud of the picture of himself at age fifteen standing next to the Hollywood star who is also a long-time friend and disciple of the Dalai Lama. David hopes that his son, now the same age as he was when he met Richard Gere, can someday study in the United States.

The violence of Kalimpong’s Gorkha rebellion, described so chillingly in Kiran Desai’s acclaimed novel, The Inheritance of Loss, has subsided, but descendants of immigrants from Nepal continue to demand a separate state. In the summer of 2013, shortly before one of my planned visits to Kalimpong, the rebels organized a non-violent strike that closed shops and kept the entire population at home. Periodically, the strike was lifted to allow residents to stock up on provisions and for vehicles to move in and out. Gyalo Thondup escaped to New Delhi during one of those brief openings, and we met there instead.6

GYALO THONDUP’S COMPOUND is just up a hill off 8-Mile Road, two miles down from the center of town. The compound is enclosed by a coral colored stucco wall broken by two turquoise wooden gates, the first giving access to trucks coming in and out of the noodle factory, the other opening on to the living compound. A discrete plaque at the entrance identifies the place as Taktser House, named after the family’s village in Amdo.

The gate to the living compound opens to a broad sweep of deep green lawn bordered ahead by tropical jungle and on either side by four substantial buildings, the most impressive of which is the three-level family home, which was constructed from a blueprint bought in San Francisco for one hundred dollars during Gyalo Thondup’s first visit to the United States in 1951 and features numerous large plate glass windows looking out over the grounds. The four buildings are all made of the same coral colored stucco, dark corrugated iron roofs, and wooden windows and shutters trimmed in turquoise.

Down a hill from the main house, just at the edge of the jungle, is a small cemetery where the ashes of Gyalo Thondup’s mother Diki Tsering, who died in 1981, his daughter Yangzom Doma, who was killed in an automobile accident in 1983, and his wife Diki Dolkar, who died 1986, are buried. A tall Tibetan prayer flag stands next to a white incense-burning stupa, much like the one on the family property in Taktser village, at one edge of the lawn. The stupa is lit on special occasions such as Losar, the Tibetan New Year. It is then, too, that a long rope with fluttering Tibetan prayer flags in blue, white, green, red, and yellow is hung across the lawn from the roof of the family home to the roof of the guest quarters. The stupa is also lit, together with butter lamps, in times of particular need such as when noodle sales are down, to convey prayers to the family’s mountain god in Amdo. The mountain god’s powers are believed to extend to persuading people as far away as West Bengal and Bhutan to purchase more noodles.

Within the compound, Gyalo Thondup has solved the perennial problems of electricity and water faced by most people in Kalimpong with a generator that assures electricity even during the daily outages and a 100,000 gallon water tank that sits underneath the noodle factory and cost more than the main house to build. Internet connections are less reliable than electricity, but the Changia brothers who run the busy computer shop in town (and also book airline tickets) are geniuses at finding ways to get online. Their grandfather arrived in Kalimpong in 1936 with only five rupees in his pocket. He rose from service as a porter to worker in a fabric merchant’s shop, to owning a fabric shop himself. The fabric shop is still in business, and the computer shop, which opened in 2000, is one of the most successful in town. Everyone knows the Changias.

Safety within the living compound is provided by two aging Tibetan mastiffs who sleep in their wooden doghouses by day and are set loose in the yard at night. Two lively mutts guard the noodle factory on the other side of the fence. Every family in Kalimpong seems to have a watchdog, and every watchdog for as far as the ear can hear can be relied upon to bark its protective warnings well into the night. Only once in the forty-five years since the land was purchased did an intruder actually make it on to the Takster House grounds. The dogs were asleep in their kennels at the time and awakened only when the would-be thief was discovered by the staff.

The compound is rarely quiet. The crows announce themselves around dawn, their rhythmic cawing soon turning to cacophony as the daily fight over what remains of the dogs’ evening meal begins. Simultaneous with the cawing of the crows is the loud sound of skittering across the corrugated iron roofs—small rodents who are only heard and fortunately never seen. During the monsoon season, the clattering of the heaviest rains on the roofs is so deafeningly that even people sitting at the same table cannot make their voices heard.

The St. Philomena Catholic girls school just across the street provides many of the daytime sounds, of lessons being recited in unison, voices raised in song, shouts from the playground, and cheers for the team during school competitions. Rarely does a day go by without the sound of children singing “happy birthday” wafting through the open windows.

THE NOODLE FACTORY stands at the far end of the compound, closest to 8-Mile Road and looks out over the Teesta valley to row upon row of mountains, behind one of which is Darjeeling and beyond the last of which is Mount Kanchenjunga. The two cows are pastured within the factory grounds, too. They have outlived their usefulness as providers of milk, but the cows will be allowed to live out their natural lives. Gyalo Thondup and his small staff respect the Buddhist prohibition against taking the life of any sentient being. I have watched flies being caught in a jar to be released to freedom in the jungle and once witnessed several staff members tediously moving tens of earthworms from the concrete driveway where they had appeared after a heavy rainstorm to a spot of safety just outside the wooden entrance gate. Minutes later, another staff member, uninformed of the rescue, inadvertently drove over the worms, apparently crushing them all.

Gyalo Thondup may be suspected of a less rigorous adherence to the prohibition against taking the life of any sentient being than his staff. One afternoon while staying at the compound, I was startled by a loud noise that was unmistakably gunfire. Running outside, I saw my host pointing a rifle in the direction of the jungle. A large family of monkeys was invading his papaya trees, which were then laden with fruit. Gyalo Thondup was firing into the air to scare the monkeys away.

The monkeys did not stay scared for long. In the more than four years that I visited Taktser House, the monkeys have always succeeded in claiming most of the oranges and papayas that grow on the property. The staff has conceded defeat. The fruits on Gyalo Thondup’s table now come almost exclusively from the local market. Gyalo Thondup can still claim that he has used his rifle with intent to kill only once, as a young boy, in defense of his pet rabbits who were being attacked by crows.

EVERYTHING ABOUT the Kalimpong noodle factory is antiquated. Nothing is automated. The building is made of wood, and the made-in-Calcutta equipment is old fashioned and often in need of repair. Some fifteen workers staff the factory, arriving a bit after nine in the morning, breaking at noon to go home for lunch, returning around one and ending the day around four. Tasks are allocated by gender, with the men mixing the dough, running it through the flattening machines, cutting the flattened dough into noodles, and hanging the cut noodles to dry. The women weigh, bundle, and package the noodles in a large room with plywood tables, concrete floors, and a couple of generally unlit light bulbs overhead. A khata-draped photograph of the Dalai Lama, perched atop a red calendar with the Chinese character for “prosperity,” smiles down on them as they work. The factory is manned twenty-four hours a day. The drying of the noodles requires constant heat, and the fire must be stoked through the night. Jhangchu Dorjee, the factory foreman, oversees this task.

The workers are paid the equivalent of between two to two-and-a-half-dollars a day, and the women earn less than the men. For those with a similar level of education, between seven to nine years of schooling, the pay is about average for the area, though no one doubts that the pay is low and the workers are poor. The cost of daily necessities such as rice, cooking oil, and vegetables is high, and inflation cuts into wages. Some leave the factory for building and road construction work, where the pay is higher. But the hours of construction work are longer, the work is harder, and the time getting to and from the work site can be lengthy. Most of the workers in the Taktser House factory live no more than a five minute walk away, and Gyalo Thondup gives them the flexibility to work when they want or stay at home without pay if they like. Rarely is anyone fired.

Some of his staff have been with Gyalo Thondup for decades. Gyalpo was in his mid teens when he was hired and has worked on the compound for twenty-six years. His father fled from Tibet sometime in the 1970s, leaving his wife behind and carrying Gyalpo and his little sister in baskets slung from a bamboo shoulder pole. When his father remarried and his stepmother kicked him out, Gyalpo knocked on the gate of Takster House in search of a job. Today, he oversees the operations of just about everything that happens inside the compound, from shopping and cooking and upkeep of the property to delivering noodles to vendors, seeing that the factory is running as it should, and negotiating payments to repairmen. For this, he receives some 9,000 rupees, about 120 US dollars, a month, free food, and free, but decidedly modest, housing just outside the property gates. Gyalo Thondup pays for the education of Gyalpo’s two children, for medical care when he or his family members are ill, and generous yearly bonuses.

The Dalai Lama first visited Taktser House in May 1974, well before he had attained the international stature that now requires a large staff and twenty Indian security soldiers when he travels. He stayed for several days, blessing the property, planting a tree in the front yard, and giving the main house its name—Lhundrob Gartsel, which roughly translates as “abiding success and happiness.” A special multicolored wooden throne for the Dalai Lama was constructed for the occasion, and Gyalo Thondup’s wife Diki Dolkar supervised the hundreds of townspeople who came to the compound to receive the Dalai Lama’s blessing from his seat on the throne.

His later visit in 2011 was shorter—a quiet family affair with a lunch of chicken curry and rice prepared by Gyalo Thondup’s staff and Tibetan momos (dumplings) made by the Dalai Lama’s. The whole town of Kalimpong and hundreds more people from nearby areas seemed to turn out to welcome him, too many for the Dalai Lama to give his personal blessing, and thousands attended the teaching he gave in the Tharpa Choling Monastery. The Dalai Lama’s throne still sits in the room designated as his, ready for his next visit.

GYALO THONDUP AND I approached our work from different points of view. Gyalo Thondup regards his story as truth and writes to set the record straight. I, on the other hand, take Rashomon, Akira Kurosawa’s masterpiece on the unknowability of truth, as my starting point.7 Rashomon is the story of the apparent rape of a woman and the murder of her samurai husband as told from the perspective of four different people who were party to the acts. Its message is that we each see and experience even the apparently most obvious and uncontested events in our own unique and different ways. Each of the witnesses to the apparent murder and rape provides a radically different description and interpretation.

Nowhere has the truth of Rashomon been stronger than in the story of Tibet as told by official China on the one hand and by most Tibetans on the other. Those two narratives are so different as to be almost hopelessly irreconcilable. But the corollary to the truth that all of life is Rashomon is that everyone has the right to his or her own story. It is a right in which I believe strongly, because I am convinced that the right to one’s own story is fundamental to personal sanity and peace of mind, to human understanding, and ultimately to world peace. It is a right that the Chinese government has attempted to withhold from most Tibetans since the People’s Liberation Army marched into Chamdo in October 1950.

Gyalo Thondup’s story is unique, and it is important because of his preeminent role in Tibetan politics and in how the plight of Tibet has been portrayed to the international community, most importantly to India, China, the United States, and the United Nations. His story differs radically from the official Chinese version of Tibetan history. It differs, too, though less sharply, from versions of Tibet as recounted by some of his fellow Tibetans, including, in some details, even his brother the Dalai Lama.

My obligation to Gyalo Thondup has been to serve as the vehicle through which his personal history can be told as fully and as well as possible. I have read widely and deeply about Tibet during my time with Gyalo Thondup. The Rashomon phenomenon pervades the histories of modern Tibet, and I have often confronted Gyalo Thondup with alternative versions of his story. At other times, I have pressed when the evidence he has presented does not seem to warrant the conclusions he has drawn. Gyalo Thondup’s viewpoint nonetheless prevails even when I would not personally have drawn the same conclusions. This, thus, is not Rashomon. It is not an attempt to tell the same story from different points of view nor an effort to weigh different versions of the same event. It is the story of Gyalo Thondup’s own life as he experienced it and wants to have it told. His right to tell his own story in his own way remains paramount.

I have learned much from working with Gyalo Thondup. First, the United States is surely culpable for some of what went wrong for Tibetans in the early years under communist rule when the CIA lent its limited support to the underground resistance. The CIA’s support to the Tibetan freedom fighters is an early instance of American involvement in complex situations we do not understand and over which we have little influence, making promises we cannot fulfill, raising hopes and expectations that cannot be met, and leaving the people we meant to help in utter disarray. It is yet another example of what Chalmers Johnson labels American hubris.8

I have also learned that political rule by incarnation is an almost certain guarantee of bad government. The interim between the death of one dalai lama and the coming to majority of the next almost inevitably provokes bitter, often violent, struggles between forces contending for power. Remarkably few dalai lamas in recent centuries have lived into majority. The power struggles that occured during the years that the Fourteenth Dalai Lama was growing up, before assuming the temporal reins of power, were also filled with intrigue, fighting, and even murder, bringing Tibet to near civil war. Surely one of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s greatest contributions to the Tibetan people is to separate the theocratic from the political, insisting on the introduction of a new democratic form of government of which he is not a part. It is an innovation that he intends to last.

The assertion that political rule by incarnation will inevitably bring bad governance does not lead to the conclusion that China’s attempt to govern Tibet has been better. In fact it has arguably been far worse. We have no good figures for the number of deaths that must have occurred in Tibet as a result of Chinese rule—deaths that would not have occurred had Tibetans themselves been in control, but we do know that the number as a percentage of population has been very high. The absolute figures in China, with its huge population, are much higher, of course. In October 1950, when Chinese troops were marching on the Tibetan outpost of Chamdo, villages throughout most of China were in the midst of a tumultuous land reform. Millions were labeled landlords and deprived of their land. The process was often violent, as Communist Party cadres roused local villagers, friends, neighbors, and even relatives in verbal and sometimes violent struggle against the so-called landlords, tearing communities that had lived together for centuries apart. Many have tried to calculate the human costs of this violence, but accurate records from the time simply do not exist. A number of serious efforts, however, suggest that as many as one and a half to two million Chinese may have been killed between 1947 and 1952.9

In 1959, when the people of Lhasa revolted against Chinese rule and the Dalai Lama was forced to escape, China was in the early stages of what was to become the worst famine in its long famine-filled history. Somewhere between thirty-five and forty-three million people died before it was over.

The Chinese revolution was violent, bloody, and long lasting, and the violence was often perpetrated not by the military, the police or party cadres but by ordinary people at the instigation of the party. Mao’s evil genius was his ability to rouse the Chinese people to turn violently against each other. His was a politics of hate. The love, tenderness, compassion, and tolerance that are the Dalai Lama’s unchanging message were anathema to Mao.

And to a large extent they still are. Upon telling a Chinese scholar from the China Tibetology Research Center in Beijing that I was writing a book with the Dalai Lama’s elder brother, he informed me that the Chinese government considers anyone who is a friend of the Dalai Lama or his family to be an enemy of China. When I inquired as to why, he said because the government assumes that such a friend would share the Dalai Lama’s values. The assumption itself is false, of course. And if it were logic of the Dalai Lama’s values of love, tenderness, compassion, and tolerance would require treating even the enemy with compassion. Writing of his own spiritual struggle to come to grips with what China was doing in Tibet, the Dalai Lama writes, “Early in the morning, as I sat in prayer in my room…, I concentrated hard on developing compassion for all sentient beings. I reminded myself constantly of the Buddha’s teaching that our enemy is in a sense our greatest teacher. And if this was sometimes hard to do, I never really doubted that it was so.”10

ALL THE DISCUSSIONS of sovereignty and suzerainty, human rights and international justice aside, the fundamental differences between China and Tibet remain ethical and moral. In this regard, as Gyalo Thondup himself points out, for all the Tibetans have lost, the moral victory is theirs. Can any of us doubt that if the Chinese leadership were to embrace the Dalai Lama’s values of love, tenderness, compassion, and tolerance that China and the world would be a better place? In a world where soft power is increasingly important, the Dalai Lama is among the world’s most powerful men. We all have much to learn from him.

Anne Thurston
Himalayan Hotel,
Kalimpong, India
December 2014


PREFACE

MORE THAN SIXTY years have passed since I fled my native Tibet. I am an old man now. My home is in India, in the Himalayan hill town of Kalimpong. Taktser House is what I call my hilltop compound, in honor of the village where I was born and where my ancestors lived for centuries. Local people have lately begun referring to it as the Dalai Lama’s house after my brother’s recent visit here.

From my tree-filled garden just off 8-Mile Road, I look out over Sikkim, Nepal, and Bhutan. On a clear day, I can see the snow-capped peak of Mount Kanchenjunga. At 28,146 feet, it is the third tallest mountain on earth. Tibet is there, too, just behind the mountain, invisible except in memory. I earn my modest living from the noodles we make in the old-fashioned factory that sits at the edge of my property. I am known here as the noodle maker of Kalimpong.

My days begin in darkness, around four o’clock in the morning. I prepare a cup of coffee and make an offering to Palden Lhamo, the protective deity of Tibet and my family, the deity who has kept me safe over all these years. I sit in the predawn stillness waiting for the sun to rise and for the mountains to appear out of the darkness and for the crows to begin to caw. My mind is flooded with memories. Pictures of people and places and events of my past appear as if in life, some still strong and alive, others dim and fading. I see the village where I was born, the neighborhood where we lived, the faces of our relatives and friends, the rivers, the mountains, the streets, my mother carrying water on her back.

I remember the day of the local fair when my little brother was born. I see the strange man with the turquoise earring who visited our house when he was still a toddler. The months on horseback traveling with my family across the Tibetan plateau from the Kumbum monastery in Amdo to the Tibetan capital of Lhasa are still fresh in my mind. Just inside the border of Central Tibet, the official announcement was made. My little brother Lhamo Thondup was the fourteenth reincarnation of the Dalai Lama.

Our lives were changed forever. One day we were an ordinary farm family in Amdo, and then we became the family of the Dalai Lama, living in a huge fifty-room house looking up at the Potala Palace where my little brother lived in the highest room atop the tallest building in Tibet, cared for by a retinue of dedicated lamas and monks. My own life changed, too. I was to be groomed to serve as my brother’s advisor, particularly in matters of state.

From those heights of joy, I could never have imagined the catastrophes to come. In 1950, the Chinese Communists attacked Chamdo, the capital of Kham in eastern Tibet, and we were forced to sign their Seventeen Point Agreement. Months later, the Chinese People’s Liberation Army marched into Lhasa. Tibet was declared part of the Chinese “motherland.”

I can still see Chinese General Zhang Jingwu, yelling loudly and pounding his fist on the table, accusing Tibet’s two prime ministers of being tools of the American imperialists and threatening to have them killed. In 1952, as the noose around my neck grew tighter and popular anger against the Chinese grew, I fled on horseback to India. From there, I tried to bring the plight of my country to international attention. I appealed to the United Nations. I wrote letters to the American president asking for recognition and support.

As the situation in Tibet deteriorated and the underground resistance against the Chinese grew stronger, the American CIA came to me with offers of help. They were willing to provide training and weapons. They asked me to put them in contact with leaders of the underground resistance. I came to lead a double life—one with a public persona, the other unknown to all but a handful of people.

The tragedy of Tibet only worsened after the Dalai Lama’s escape to India in 1959. Tibet became one big prison camp, a living hell. The whole country—Central Tibet, Amdo, and Kham—was plunged into a reign of terror. The situation continued for almost twenty years. The Chinese government and the Tibetan government in exile had not a word of contact. Then, in 1979, Deng Xiaoping, newly returned to power, invited me to meet him in Beijing. I spent years going back and forth, meeting with China’s top leaders, trying to start a real conversation about the problem of Tibet, trying to persuade the Chinese leaders that what the Tibetan people want is simply their legitimate rights, trying to convince them to meet the Dalai Lama to negotiate the terms of his return to Tibet. The talks went in circles with no result.

Tibet today is still a troubled place. In recent years, monks and nuns and ordinary people have begun to protest by setting themselves on fire. Travel from one part of Tibet to another is restricted, and the Chinese government refuses to grant Tibetans passports. Tibetans in exile are not allowed to visit their families inside Tibet. The pain goes on.

But there are reasons to hope. His Holiness the Dalai Lama has recently stepped down from his positions of temporal power. A new, younger generation has assumed the responsibilities that people of my generation once held. The Tibetan government in exile now has a democratically elected, young, intelligent, well-educated prime minister. I hope that he and his colleagues can bring a new approach to our old problems. I hope they can learn from our mistakes.

I write this book as a true history of Tibet, beginning from the time His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama was discovered. I tell the story as his elder brother who once sat in the inner circle, who served as his political advisor and his interlocutor with the world outside. It is a painful book to write, a bitter story to tell. Everyone will be offended—Tibetans, Chinese, Indians, Americans, the CIA. We Tibetans have so often been betrayed. People will not be happy to have those stories told. I, too, have come under criticism, sometimes for the choices I made, sometimes for mistakes I never committed. I want this book to set the record straight. Without this history, the new generation now taking the stage will not be able to reverse the mistakes of the past.

In the early morning hours with my eyes closed waiting for the sun to come up, I remember the people who died, the monasteries that were destroyed, the scriptures that were burned, the families sent to prison camps, the possessions that were robbed. And my soul is filled with agony. I still see the faces of those innocent, decent, able-bodied young men who met their deaths fighting for the freedom of Tibet. They are no longer here. I try to give names to their faces, but my memory has begun to fade. I write in memory of them.


1

Taktser Village and Kumbum Monastery

WE TIBETANS HAVE never been good at recording our history. Most of our writings are sacred Buddhist texts. Other writings consist largely of extravagant tributes to the dalai lamas and the Buddhist saints, and they are filled with fantasy—visions and dreams, gods and demons, and feats of supernatural strength. The problem is even more acute at the local level, the history of ordinary Tibetan people. Ordinary Tibetans were illiterate. Only the monks in their monasteries could read and write. Both of my parents were illiterate.

My father, Choekyong Tsering, is the source of just about everything I know about my ancestral past. His knowledge was based not on written records but on stories passed down by word of mouth from one generation to the next. I know from him that my ancestors were descendants of soldiers in Songtsen Gampo’s army. Songtsen Gampo ruled Tibet from 608 to 650 and is regarded as the greatest of our kings. His reign is considered our golden age. Songtsen Gampo was also a Buddhist, the first of Tibet’s religious kings and, together with his Chinese wife, the Tang dynasty (618–907) Princess Wencheng, and his Nepalese wife, Princess Bhrikuti, is credited with having introduced Buddhism to the people of Tibet. Today, we still regard Songtsen Gampo as the incarnation of Chenrezig, the Bodhisattva of Compassion. Princess Wencheng is seen as an incarnation of Chenrezig’s female consort, the goddess Tara. The two statues of Buddha that the princesses presented to their husband upon their marriage still sit in the Jokhang Temple and remain the most revered and sacred objects in all of Tibetan Buddhism. The statues are among the few objects of reverence that have not been destroyed under Communist rule.

The several kings who followed Songtsen Gampo were also incarnations of Chenrezig, and Buddhism became the state religion. But the golden age was not to last. In the centuries that followed, Tibet was frequently at war, usually with China and often with Mongolia. The Tibetan army was often victorious in battle, and in 763 even briefly captured the Chinese capital of Chang’an, near where the contemporary city of Xi’an now stands, forcing the Tang emperor to flee. But periods of peace were few. In later centuries, the Mongols invaded and by 1252 their influence over Tibet was strong.1 But Tibet was never formally incorporated as part of Mongolia’s Yuan dynasty, and the Mongols never ruled us directly. Close relations between Mongolia and Tibet, both political and religious, continued even after the collapse of the Yuan. The Buddhist lamas of Mongolia had a particularly strong influence on the lamas of Tibet. Indeed, the title of Dalai Lama, meaning “ocean of wisdom,” was first conferred on Tibetan leader Sonam Gyatso in 1578 by the Mongolian Altan Khan.

As my father told the story, our ancestors were originally nomads, living in tents, herding yaks, and roaming freely across the grasslands. Gradually, they turned to farming and settled finally in the small village of Taktser, meaning “roaring tiger,” located in the Amdo region of eastern Tibet. The village sits just at the edge of Tibet at a juncture of several cultures—Mongolian, Chinese, Uighur, Tibetan, and Hui, with each culture speaking its own distinct language. Much later, as more Chinese moved into the area and we began to intermix, we began speaking a mixture of Tibetan and Qinghai Chinese. The noisy tigers for which the village was named had long disappeared by the time my father came along.

In the beginning, my ancestors prospered in Taktser, but they suffered a devastating blow after 1644 when the Manchus conquered China and declared the establishment of the Qing dynasty. The Manchus set out to impress the Chinese by conquering the barbarian Tibetans. During the reign of the Yongzheng emperor (1678–1735), they sent some one hundred thousand troops under the command of the Manchu General Nangkinyo to conquer Amdo. The general led a bloody campaign of destruction and slaughter, and we Tibetans were too weak to resist. Thousands of people were killed, our animals were butchered, and our houses were burned to the ground. In one particularly egregious act, the Manchu troops were in such a hurry that they did not have time to chop off their victims’ heads and buried several thousand people alive. In 1710, during the reign of the Kangxi emperor, a large part of my native Amdo had been incorporated into the Manchu empire as part of the region known as Qinghai.

Manchu control, like that of the Mongols, never reached our villages. The Manchus used a strategy of divide and rule, buying off the Tibetan chieftains and lamas with extravagant gifts, money, and high-sounding titles. The chieftains and lamas, in turn, served as the interlocutors between the people and the Manchus, thus keeping the local people in check and maintaining what was often an uneasy peace. When the emperor’s ministers complained of the high cost of paying so many chieftains and lamas, the emperor retorted by noting that paying the barbarians was far less costly than keeping the thirty to forty thousand Manchu troops that would otherwise be necessary to maintain the peace. Still, outbursts of violence, even of outright rebellion, were frequent. Amdo was often unsettled.

Sometime in the declining years of Manchu rule, in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, not long before my father was born, another rebellion brought turmoil to Amdo. Manchu troops burned down every house in Taktser village, driving the entire population to seek refuge in caves in the surrounding hills. The Manchu’s attempts to smoke them out with burning chili were unsuccessful, but my grandparents lost everything in the attacks. For years thereafter they lived in a cave, subsisting in grinding poverty.

Even through poverty and turmoil, Tibetan Buddhism continued to thrive. Several Manchu emperors, including Kangxi (1654–1722),2 the greatest of them all, were Tibetan Buddhists. The Manchu court was a major supporter of Kumbum, Amdo’s leading monastery and one of the six great monasteries of Tibet. Kumbum was located some twenty-five miles and seven hours by horseback from my family’s village and was central to my family’s life.

Founded in 1582, Kumbum was built on the spot where Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), one of the most important and revered figures in all of Tibetan history, was born. A wise scholar of Buddhism, and respected as a man of virtue, discipline, and integrity, Tsongkhapa is remembered as a great spiritual leader and teacher. Most importantly, he was the founder of the Gelugpa school of Buddhism, the Yellow Hat sect that was soon to produce the first Dalai Lama, from whom all subsequent dalai lamas have come. The chief abbot of Kumbum, Arjia Rinpoche, is the reincarnation of Tsongkhapa’s father. Over time, Kumbum became a place of great monastic learning, the seat of tremendous wealth, and an institution with considerable political clout. Kumbum’s magnificent architecture, with its red and white edifices and its golden roofs, is renowned throughout Tibet. Its most revered and famous building, the Great Hall of Golden Tiles, has a spectacular gold roof and a huge golden statue of Tsongkhapa. The eight stupas that still stand at the entrance to the monastery serve as reminders that even lamas were not exempt from the Manchu sword. The stupas were constructed in memory of eight reincarnated lamas beheaded by the Manchu troops.

My family visited Kumbum often on pilgrimages. We supported it financially and turned to its lamas for guidance and help. We relied on Kumbum’s monks to propitiate the gods, drive away evil, protect us from harm, cure disease, bless the young, mourn the dead, and provide economic help in times of distress. Ordinary Tibetans in all of Amdo consider the monastery their own. But my family’s relationship with Kumbum was particularly deep. Sometime in the 1860s, my paternal grandmother’s older brother, my great uncle, was recognized as the reincarnation of the Taktser lama, one of the thirty or so reincarnated lamas who were part of Kumbum’s tradition. He was taken from his family as a small child to be raised and educated by the monks of Kumbum.

During the turmoil of the Manchu decline, however, my great uncle left Kumbum for Mongolia, where the vast majority of the people were still fervent followers of the Gelugpa sect. Kumbum’s ties to Mongolia traced back through centuries, and several of its leading abbots had been Mongolian. My great uncle spent several decades in Mongolia during the last decades of the nineteenth century and developed quite a devoted following there. His disciples showered him with money and presents of land, horses, and camels, making him a wealthy man. When he finally returned to Kumbum, at the beginning of the twentieth century, he was said to have owned ten thousand camels.

Such wealth was not unusual for a reincarnated lama. Monasteries have always been economic as well as religious institutions. Reincarnated lamas were often extremely wealthy. That wealth had accumulated over many reincarnations—ten, fifteen, or even twenty generations. Reincarnated lamas in Tibetan monasteries are divided into separate administrative households called labrangs, each of which are independent economic entities administered by trusted senior managers and their staff, all of whom are monks. In addition to receiving generous contributions from religious believers (and virtually all Tibetans are Buddhist believers, often fervently so), the wealthiest labrangs, including those in Kumbum, also owned numerous estates with vast tracts of agricultural land from which they could derive a sizeable income. Labrangs also served as informal banks, providing loans for the lama’s followers, and the most prosperous of the labrangs were also engaged in business. Some of the wealthiest Tibetan trading companies were based in monasteries. Thus, the greatest wealth in Tibet lay not, as in Europe, with the aristocracy, but with the labrangs of the leading lamas in the country’s major monasteries. The wealth of the richest members of the Tibetan nobility might be measured in the millions, but the wealth of the richest labrangs and monasteries was counted in the billions.

A labrang’s wealth supported the activities of the monastery, both providing for the ordinary monks and supporting the many elaborate religious ceremonies that take place each year. Funds were generally distributed to monks during the Tibetan New Year according to rank. At the time my great uncle was alive, during the Chinese reign of Yuan Shikai, Kumbum had around three thousand monks, and the average monk would probably receive a few thousand silver dollars a year. Higher lamas, like the Taktser lama, would receive several times what an ordinary monk might get, in addition to the profit from his labrang. The largest monasteries, including Kumbum, have additional affiliated branches in smaller monasteries that also require attention and support. Shartsong monastery near my family’s home, for instance, was affiliated with Kumbum under the domain of the Taktser Lama’s labrang.

Families of lamas from wealthy labrangs also stood to benefit from their wealth. After my great uncle’s return to Kumbum from Mongolia’s Ulan Bator, my grandparents became special beneficiaries of my grandmother’s brother’s new wealth. Taktser Rinpoche bought back all of the forty-five acres of family land that had been lost with the earlier rebellion. My grandparents were able to build a new Chinese-style home that was large and spacious, with three courtyards surrounded by one-story buildings.

It was after his return to Kumbum from Mongolia that my great uncle came to know the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, Thubten Gyatso. The Great Thirteenth, as he came to be known, spent two extended periods at the Kumbum monastery. In 1904, when the British military expedition led by Sir Francis Younghusband fought its way into Lhasa and demanded the right to trade, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama fled first to Mongolia and then, in 1906, took refuge in Kumbum. He returned again in 1909, after he had visited Beijing and was en route back to Lhasa.

The Thirteenth Dalai Lama was not entirely popular with the monks of Kumbum. The young Dalai Lama had been a forward-thinking reformer almost from the time he assumed the throne in 1895 at the age of nineteen. His reforms began in the monasteries, where discipline had often become lax. Many monks had taken to drinking, smoking, and gambling. Some were ignoring their vows of celibacy. Some were charging usurious rates on the loans they made to their followers.

Kumbum was one of the monasteries that had fallen into moral decay, and during his two stays there the Thirteenth Dalai Lama set out to reform it, insisting on enforcing strict monastic discipline, expelling particularly wayward monks and punishing many others. While many of Kumbum’s monks bridled at the reforms, my great uncle supported the strict new regime and thus won the Dalai Lama’s respect. When the Thirteenth Dalai Lama left Kumbum to return to Lhasa in 1909, my great uncle, Taktser Rinpoche, left Kumbum, too. My great uncle’s support for the Dalai Lama’s reforms had made him unpopular with his fellow monks.

In contrast to the monks, the lay people of Amdo, including members of my own family, were thrilled that the Dalai Lama had taken refuge in Kumbum. During both of his stays, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama held public teachings for audiences that numbered in the thousands, bestowing his blessings on all who came to listen.3 My father was still a small child when the Thirteenth Dalai Lama passed through our village en route to the nearby Shartsong monastery sometime during his first stay in Kumbum. When the Dalai Lama’s entourage stopped to cook lunch just on the outskirts of Taktser, my grandmother carried my six-year-old father on her back to give him a glimpse of the Dalai Lama and to allow him to receive his blessing. When the entourage departed, my grandmother scooped up the ashes from the Dalai Lama’s cooking fire and carried them home, burying some in the household courtyard and the rest in the family graveyard. Even ashes from the Dalai Lama’s fire were considered sacred.

When my parents wed in 1917, Taktser Rinpoche had returned to Kumbum again. Their marriage, like all Tibetan marriages then, was arranged by their two families, and the wedding took place, with Taktser Rinpoche’s blessing, when they were still quite young. My father was just seventeen years old when they married, and my mother was one year younger.

Taktser Rinpoche died only a year or two after my parents were wed. The search for his reincarnation began shortly after his death. The manager of his labrang organized the search. The labrang’s estate passes economically and administratively from one incarnation to the next. During the lama’s life, the chief administrator of the labrang is responsible for day-to-day operations and management. In death, the administrator, together with his most trusted staff, becomes responsible for identifying the new incarnation. One of my uncles on my father’s side, my father’s elder brother, was a monk in Kumbum and an assistant to the senior manager of the Taktser labrang, and thus became a member of the search team. Together, the senior manager, my uncle, and a team of close disciples scoured the Amdo region for little boys who might be candidates for my great uncle’s reincarnation. Just as the reach of Kumbum monastery extended to the six different districts of Amdo, so any male child within those districts who had been born within a certain period after the lama’s death could potentially be identified as the new incarnation. They were guided by omens and hints the lama had given before his death about who his reincarnation might be and where he might be found.

The final choice of such high-ranking incarnations rests with the Dalai Lama himself. After the search team has collected a list of names, and whittled the list to a select number of candidates, the search team must travel to Lhasa to present the Dalai Lama with the list and be informed of his choice.

My mother had given birth to her first child, my older sister Tsering Dolma, in 1920, not long after the Taktser Lama’s death. My grandmother had been bitterly disappointed. She had hoped that my mother’s first child would be a boy and could be put on the list of possible reincarnations. She wanted her grandson to be chosen as the new Taktser Lama, replacing her elder brother. When she learned that the new child was a girl, she was so distressed that she cried every day and refused to eat. Not long afterward, she became ill and died.

My grandmother died too early. She could not have imagined what happened when the list of possible new candidates was drawn up and my uncle and the senior manager traveled to Lhasa to present the list to the Dalai Lama for his consideration.

After traveling two or three months on horseback from Amdo to Lhasa, the senior manager and my uncle met with the Dalai Lama to seek his blessing, inform him of the my great uncle’s death, and present him with the list of names of possible reincarnations. The Thirteenth Dalai Lama was saddened to learn of Taktser Rinpoche’s passing. But he said that the new Taktser Rinpoche was not on the list. In fact, the new incarnation had yet to be born. The Dalai Lama instructed them to return home and come back later with a fresh list of names.

When the two men returned more than a year later with a new list of candidates, the Dalai Lama again said that the new Taktser Rinpoche was not on it. The reincarnation had still not been born. The manager who had been leading the search team cried when he heard this news. He was growing old and had already made two long trips to Lhasa and still the new incarnation of my great uncle had yet to be found. The Dalai Lama told him not to be sad. They were to come back again later with yet another list.

The elderly manager became ill on the trip back to Kumbum. He died shortly after the two men reached home. In keeping with custom, my paternal uncle then assumed the position of senior manager of the Taktser labrang. Responsibility for collecting another list of names for the new Taktser lama, his uncle, fell to him.

In the meantime, in 1922, my mother had given birth to her second child, my older brother, Thubten Jigme Norbu. Among the names on my uncle’s new list was that of my family’s new baby son.

Arriving in Lhasa carrying the third list of possible reincarnations, my uncle went first to the Jokhang, the holiest of Tibetan Buddhist temples. There he lit a butter lamp before the sacred statue of the Buddha Sakyamuni, the one that had been given to King Songtsen Gampo by Chinese Princess Wencheng on the occasion of their marriage in 641. When the lamp toppled, spilling melted butter on my uncle’s ornate brocade jacket, he interpreted the accident as an auspicious sign. Rather than cleaning the jacket or throwing it away, he packed it carefully to be taken back to Kumbum.

The Thirteenth Dalai Lama said nothing after studying the young boys’ names. Instead, he gave the search party a sealed envelope containing a set of written instructions. He ordered them not to open the envelope until they reached the Kumbum monastery. Once they arrived, the abbot was to assemble the families of all the children on the list. Only then was the letter to be opened and read.

My parents were in the audience when the abbot of Kumbum opened the letter. The abbot announced that my brother Thubten Jigme Norbu was the reincarnation of his great uncle, the Taktser lama.

The selection of incarnate lamas is a mysterious process, full of strange spiritual connections. The Dalai Lama could not have known of my grandmother’s wish for her grandson to become the next Taktser lama or that my mother had recently given birth to a son. No one could have known that my brother, Thubten Jigme Norbu, would be selected to be the new Taktser lama.

And it had never occurred to my grandmother that the reincarnation had yet to be born. If she had waited a few more years to die, she would have seen her grandson taken first to Shartsong and then to the Kumbum monastery to become the new Taktser Lama. She would have been so happy.
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