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Preface to the Vintage Edition​

SINCE FEBRUARY OF 2009, one hundred and thirty-one Tibetans have burned themselves alive protesting China’s occupation of Tibet.1 Drinking kerosene, while draped in gasoline-soaked robes and blankets, monks, nuns, fathers, mothers, and teenagers have burst into flame shouting “We need freedom! Long live the Dalai Lama! Return the Precious Protector to Tibet!” Often running past markets, monasteries, and police stations, they have been shot and sprayed with fire extinguishers or—on the rare occasions when Chinese patrols have been absent—have collapsed into burning, charred corpses.2 “I am giving my body as an offering of light to chase away the darkness,” one lama explained his sacrifice. “To my spiritual friends living in exile: I want to request you not to be sad.”3

The self immolations all indict six decades of Communist oppression: from Beijing’s initial million-death conquest to the current demographic onslaught destroying, with legions of settlers, Tibetan identity. Tibet’s apartheid relies on a ubiquitous surveillance grid of “Nets In The Sky and Traps on The Ground” to ensure “stability maintenance” for a “harmonious society.”4 Vast Chinese “new towns” engulf Tibetan old quarters. Two and a half million Tibetan nomads have been forcibly resettled into regimented compounds. China’s colonial economy, having long marginalized the Tibetan underclass, plunders billions of dollars from lumber, minerals, and tourism. While a Sinocized parody of Tibetan ethnicity is proffered in theme parks and luxury hotels, the key to Tibet’s 2,100-year-old civilization is missing. “Taking away a person’s language [through forced Mandarin schooling],” grieved one young Tibetan, “is like having your tongue pulled out of your mouth.”5 A new truism describes Beijing’s rule: “In Lhasa nowadays there are more Chinese than Tibetans, more soldiers than monks, and more surveillance cameras than windows.”

In 2008, the largest uprising since the 1956–59 Tibetan revolt swept Tibet. As the capital burned and protests spread, People’s Armed Police backed by armored personnel carriers bearing .25 caliber machine guns shot hundreds, arrested thousands, and permanently locked down the plateau.6 Beijing reflexively ascribed the unrest to “Sabotage masterminded by the separatist Dalai clique,” whose head it derided as “a wolf in monk’s clothes; a devil with a human face.”7

“I feel helpless,” the Dalai Lama said as reports of the first eighty killings reached India, “frightened of further bloodshed.… I want to appeal once again for Tibetans to practice non-violence.”8 When they did, by incinerating themselves, he dolefully reflected, “It is very, very sad. I doubt that such drastic actions will be effective.… However, under a rule of terror, Tibetans are sacrificing their own lives—not hurting others.”9

China, though, remains unmoved. Nine rounds of Dharamsala–Beijing talks on the Dalai Lama’s Middle Way Approach—relinquishing Tibetan independence for secure autonomy—have failed to win a single Chinese concession.10 Beijing now waits for Tenzin Gyatso’s death to end its “Tibet problem.” Meanwhile global support for Tibetans—exemplified by the Dalai Lama’s 1989 Nobel Peace Prize, 2007 Congressional Gold Medal, and extensive governmental and NGO backing, as well as the United States Congress’s 1991 Resolution 41 declaring Tibet “an occupied country under established principles of international law whose true representatives are the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan Government-in-Exile”—falters before China’s rise.11 Tibetan refugees, moreover, are unnerved by Tenzin Gyatso’s 2011 devolution of political authority to a young, popularly elected prime minister, Lobsang Sangay. Although the Dalai Lama’s historic creation of a constitutional democracy—ending his lineage’s 369-year-long Ganden Phodrang Government—fosters pride in a modern polity, fear of his “retirement” is rife. “There is absolutely no need to worry.… I will continue to serve the cause of Tibet,” he has reassured the refugee parliament. “If we have to remain in exile for several more decades, a time will inevitably come when I will no longer be able to provide leadership. Therefore, it is necessary that we establish a sound system of governance while I remain able and healthy.”12

Such is Tibet’s plight sixty-four years after two-thirds of its 8,500-man army perished fighting 40,000 PLA soldiers, in the largest annexation of a sovereign state since the Second World War.13 “One ancient nation is dying,” the Dalai Lama often pleads for his people’s salvation, yet genuine Tibetan autonomy would broadly benefit all.

The PRC’s invasion of the Tibetan plateau removed, for the first time in history, the vital buffer balancing Asia’s dominant civilizations. Today India and China—comprising one-third of humanity—station 150,000 opposing troops across a 1,200-mile Himalayan front. Sixteen rounds of border talks have failed to resolve territorial disputes remaining from the 1962 Sino–Indian War, Tibet’s volatility grows, and, with India recently declaring China its main strategic threat, the future risks large-scale conflict.14 The Dalai Lama’s first Sino–Tibetan settlement bid—the Five Point Peace Plan presented to the U.S. Congress on September 21, 1987—addressed the danger in Asia by calling for the “transformation of the whole of Tibet into a zone of peace”—a demilitarized region whose traditionally neutral, nonviolent Buddhist heritage could restore mutual trust between the continent’s major powers. With China’s destabilizing megadamming of Tibetan rivers—holding hostage much of South and Southeast Asia’s water supply—the need for such comity has, again, increased.

“A Tibetan settlement must come for India and China to achieve peace,” says Tempa Tsering, a former cabinet minister of the Tibetan Government-in-Exile.15 “And for that, the Chinese have to accept our right to self-rule. China, though, only negotiates if its opponent has the upper hand.” Some Tibetans, accordingly, ponder discord: either a second Sino–Indian war, in which one of Beijing’s regular incursions would goad India into a counterattack; or a low-intensity conflict, allowing Delhi’s high-altitude Tibetan commando brigade, the Special Frontier Force, to coordinate a popular insurgency, cutting off China’s isolated garrisons—as in the 1909–12 Manchu invasion. Even so, the vast majority of Tibetans favor a peaceful solution with a more moderate Chinese government accepting the framework for self-rule as outlined in the 2008 Government-in-Exile’s “Memorandum on Genuine Autonomy for the Tibetan People.” That, in turn, would enable the Dalai Lama’s return with renewed Chinese respect for his time-honored role as an ethical paragon. “His Holiness will win over young Chinese with the power of his compassion,” Tempa Tsering predicts of the last, best scenario.16 “Just as he personally created a worldwide Tibet movement, he’ll even more powerfully touch those who’ve been most brutalized—the Chinese people themselves. Then you’ll see His Holiness giving, as he first hoped for in the 1990s, the Kalachakra Initiation in Tiananmen Square.”

Indeed, the Dalai Lama’s ability to assuage China’s “moral crisis”—by restoring indigenous Buddhist principles—has long shown its value. “Right from the beginning His Holiness said, ‘We don’t hate the Chinese people,’ ” recounts Tenzin Geyche Tethong, the Dalai Lama’s foreign secretary for forty years.17 “He constantly encouraged Tibetans and Chinese to develop trust and friendship. Finally I told His Holiness, ‘Please don’t say “we.” Say, ‘I have no hatred of the Chinese.’ He just laughed. But almost no Tibetan feels good about the Chinese. Everyone has family members who died in a prison camp, were tortured, or killed. Then, when China opened in the 1980s, His Holiness went all-out to meet and befriend mainland Chinese. And when they learned what had really happened in Tibet, many were deeply sorry. Some would get up, in front of hundreds of others, and shamefully apologize in tears. I was moved and shocked and then totally convinced that His Holiness had been right all along. When he said ‘Ordinary Chinese are just like Tibetans: we’re all the same human beings,’ he knew that honest observers, seeing injustice, would oppose it. It finally penetrated my thick skull that problems are solved by touching people’s humanity.” The thousands of Chinese who annually attend the Dalai Lama’s teachings in India share, no doubt, the same sentiment that widely greeted his first Taiwan visit in 1997, “Now we know what a real Buddhist monk is like!”

“Tibetan culture has great potential to benefit all of humanity.” Tenzin Gyatso tirelessly describes his deepest motive for saving Tibet. And while altruistic principles and a profound philosophy—viewing phenomena as illusory-like appearances ultimately empty of inherent existence—heighten Buddhism’s appeal, a pioneering exchange between Buddhist mind and modern material science shows more tangible proof of Tibetan expertise.

In 2011, in Washington, DC’s Verizon Center, the Dalai Lama told 20,000 attendees of Tibetan Buddhism’s largest rite, the Kalachakra Initiation: “During the last fifty years in India there have been twenty to thirty cases of tukdam, or death meditation; an advanced yogic practice in which the subtlest clear light consciousness is volitionally held, for nondual absorption in emptiness, after vital signs cease. In the longest case the meditator’s body remained, without decomposing, for almost a month. So, this is a completely new subject for scientists whereas for us Buddhists, who accept different levels of mind and energy, it is known.”18 But Tenzin Gyatso was not discussing Buddhist understanding of the subtlest psycho-physical substrates of the mind-body complex. He was giving, instead, a paradigm-shattering hint—with results yet to be published—of EEG, EKG, and postmortem temperature readings during the eighteen-day 2008 tukdam of the 100th Ganden Tripa, a great yogi whose body was the first to be monitored collaboratively between neuroscientists, at the University of Wisconsin, and the Tibetan Medical Institute in Dharamsala. “When the Ganden Tripa died,” the Dalai Lama continued, “they were able to clearly record, with electrodes on the body and head, for more than ten days. Now there might be some sign of some very subtle energy that survives death of the gross body,” he carefully suggested. Indian neurologists, who attended the experiment, more excitedly declared, “You must see this to believe it. We are simply speechless.”19

Finding neural and cardiac signals of a “dead” meditator’s core warmth, along with pliant invulnerability to decay (in India’s putrefying tropics), and erect posture would push neuroscience far past recent evidence of consciousness in level 3 coma victims. It would surely support Tenzin Gyatso’s long-held conviction that Buddhist contemplatives have “a tremendous scope” to help science correct a centuries-old error, conflating “reductionist method into a metaphysical standpoint,” of radical materialism.20 While one psychologist enthused “What other religious leaders have said to scientists, ‘Please determine the objective validity of my practices’? The Dalai Lama matter-of-factly states, ‘Modern science, compared to Buddhist knowledge of the mind, is still in kindergarten.’ ”21

Tenzin Gyatso, however, does not proselytize. Avidly promoting inter-faith harmony—for diverse creeds’ equal ability “to create good human beings”—he has “merely offered the Buddha’s teachings,” as Tibetans describe his global guidance, “for the peace and happiness of this world.” For more than a thousand years China has especially revered, in both popular and state religion, Tibetan Buddhism’s unique preservation of all Buddhist lore. One day, consequently, China’s contemporary leaders will cease assaulting a society which has so benefited their own.

“It is China’s intention to be the greatest power in the world” Lee Kuan Yew, modern Singapore’s founder, has written.22 “At the core of its mindset is the Middle Kingdom, recalling a world in which it was dominant and other states related as supplicants.… China’s strategy is to bide its time until it becomes strong enough to successfully redefine the [international] political and economic order.” Yet China’s self-professed “peaceful rise” is incompatible, Lee objects, with “inculcating enormous pride and patriotism in Chinese youth.… It is volatile.”23 Certainly Sinocentrism, fueled by aggrieved nationalism, cannot stabilize prosperity in an interdependent world. Hence China’s insecure grandiosity must evolve, as all progressive Chinese advocate, into pluralistic self-worth. That won’t occur until China amends its largest crime, against another nation, in history—the destruction of Tibet. Tibet’s worst tragedy remains China’s greatest shame. If Beijing fails to restore Tibetan rights—and, most especially, if the Fourteenth Dalai Lama perishes in exile without returning home—the current Communist government will have seeded strife for decades, if not centuries, to come.

“There is a word in Tibetan—sipa,” says the Dalai Lama’s senior attendant, Lobsang Gawa, explaining Buddhist optimism. “It means ‘anything is possible.’ ” Buddhism’s account of reality—that dependent causality mutably governs apparent phenomena—inspires optimistic activism. Because good causes yield good effects, and bad can be removed, the future is improvable—and Buddhists are hopeful. “From the midst of suffering happiness is found,” Tibetans proverbially draw insight from tragedy. It is my hope, shared by millions of others, that China’s leaders will swiftly do the same.

—John F. Avedon, New York City, June 15, 2014
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Preface

TIBET’S STORY IS that of an ancient nation hurled into the twentieth century by the loss of its sovereignty, yet given a slim chance to regain its freedom and remake its identity. I came to write it as the result of a personal involvement growing over a period of eleven years. In the summer of 1973 I undertook my first trip to Asia. On arriving in New Delhi I toured a Tibetan refugee camp and afterwards visited Tibet House, a library and museum in which blown-up photos of Tibet’s great monasteries, the largest in the world, covered the walls. A week later I sat with thousands of Tibetans around an open tent on the outskirts of Katmandu, Nepal, watching a birthday celebration for their leader, the Dalai Lama. But it was not until I trekked up to the geographical, if no longer political, border of Tibet that I began to fully appreciate the country’s present-day condition. The landscape was wild, the adjacent peaks of Annapurna and Dhaulagari loomed on either hand and down the narrow trail came an equally formidable middle-aged man, a long knife hanging from his belt and a heavy rifle slung over his back. Waving like an old friend, he stopped and within a few minutes of exchanged gestures revealed that he was a Tibetan guerrilla, whose headquarters, located less than two hours north in the principality of Mustang, was still waging a fierce fight for Tibet’s freedom. Lifting his shirt, he pointed proudly to a long bayonet scar hewn across his belly and repeatedly said “Norbulingka.” Thereafter he enacted the devastating massacre which had befallen soldiers of the Tibetan resistance fighting Chinese occupation troops at the Dalai Lama’s summer palace outside of Lhasa. His barracks lay just across the seething brown waters of the Kali Gandaki river and it was clear from his spirit that despite Tibet’s present fortunes, its people by no means considered the fate of their nation sealed.

Six years later Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet, visited the United States. For much of his first American trip I accompanied the Tibetan leader to conduct a series of interviews. Following his departure I traveled to Asia once more, where I engaged in an extensive tour of the Tibetan communities in India. On a third journey, pursued over the winter of 1980–81, I continued to work with the Dalai Lama while living in the capital of the Tibetan diaspora and seat of the Tibetan government-in-exile, Dharamsala.

Research for this book was conducted primarily during the latter stay. In it, I have attempted to tell Tibet’s tale through the lives of those who have both defined and been governed by the major developments of recent history. To further illuminate the narrative, I have added a section depicting some measure of Tibetan civilization, the spiritual underpinnings of which permeate every facet of the country’s political life. Tibet’s entry into the modern world has been unsought, painful and prolonged, but in many ways inspiring as well. It is my hope that the principles of faith and forbearance that have sustained the Tibetan people through their most difficult time will convey them to a new and self-determined era in the not too distant future.

John F. Avedon
New York City
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Before the Fall
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1933–1950

IN AUGUST of 1932, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama gazed out over the gardens of his summer palace, the Norbulingka or Jewel Park, and began to write his final testament to the Tibetan people. “It may happen,” he warned, “that here, in the center of Tibet, religion and government will be attacked both from without and from within. Unless we can guard our own country, it will now happen that the Dalai and Panchen Lamas, the Father and the Son, and all the revered holders of the Faith, will disappear and become nameless. Monks and their monasteries will be destroyed. The rule of law will be weakened. The lands and property of government officials will be seized. They themselves will be forced to serve their enemies or wander the country like beggars. All beings will be sunk in great hardship and overpowering fear; the days and nights will drag on slowly in suffering.” Though the Dalai Lama refrained from noting just who would inflict this devastating fate upon his country, the message was clear: Tibet, aloof and at peace for most of its 2,100 years, stood on the brink of disaster.

A year after his last words were circulated throughout the land, the Dalai Lama died. According to custom, his body was embalmed, dressed in gold brocade robes, placed in the lotus position and seated facing south—the direction of long life—on a throne in the Norbulingka. The golden rooftops of his winter palace, the Potala, and the Tsuglakhang or Central Cathedral in the heart of Lhasa, were draped in black banners. Prayer flags were lowered and butter lamps lit in the windows and on the roofs of every house in the capital. Stunned by their loss, the population of Lhasa filed in mourning past the deceased ruler’s corpse, offering white scarves in the traditional gesture of respect. But even before government couriers could convey the news across the country, omens predicting the whereabouts of Thubten Gyatso’s successor—believed to be the beloved leader himself returned in a new body—were occurring.

Checking the Dalai Lama’s corpse one morning, attendant monks entered its sealed chamber, opened the salt-lined box in which it lay and found that the head had moved. No longer facing south, it had turned toward the northeast. Repositioned, it was again discovered facing east a short time later. In the ensuing months further signs appeared. The three state oracles turned eastward in trance and presented scarves; a patch of snapdragons sprouted from the east end of the platform used for public sermons in Lhasa’s main square; overnight a giant star-shaped fungus grew on the east side of the northeast pillar of the shrine in the Potala where the Dalai Lama’s jewel-inlaid tomb was under construction. And in one of the most time-honored occurrences marking the death of a high incarnate lama, the people of Lhasa beheld auspicious cloud formations, now and again pierced by rainbows, rising over the barren wall of mountains ringing the northeast end of the city.

In the spring of 1935, Tibet’s newly appointed Regent, Reting Rinpoché,* joined by a senior minister of the old ruler’s Cabinet, journeyed to the sacred lake of Lhamo Lhatso, seeking a vision. Located ninety miles southeast of Lhasa, Lhamo Lhatso was believed to be the foremost of Tibet’s visionary lakes, bodies of water in which the future—individual as well as collective—could be seen. Oval-shaped and less than a mile in circumference, the lake lay at 17,000 feet in a basin surrounded by massive peaks, around which the weather was continually changing, from sun to rain, to hail and snow. The Thirteenth Dalai Lama himself had been discovered by means of a dramatic vision of his birthplace, seen by hundreds and lasting for a week, in the center of its waters. Now, more than half a century later, Reting Rinpoché had hopes for no less vivid a sign.

After spending some days in prayer at nearby Chokhorgyal Monastery, the Regent’s party rode their ponies to the base of the rocky slope overlooking the lake. Proceeding upward on foot, they reached the top of a sheer ridge, whereupon they dispersed in different directions, each to seek his own vision. Alone among the group, Reting Rinpoché witnessed a remarkable sight. On staring at the clear alpine waters, he discerned three letters from the Tibetan alphabet float into view: Ah, Ka and Ma. The image of a great three-storied monastery, capped by gold and jade rooftops, followed. A white road led east from the monastery to a house before a small hill, its roof strikingly fringed in turquoise-colored tiles, a brown and white spotted dog in the courtyard. Later, the Regent dreamt of the same humble farmer’s home, this time with oddly shaped gutter pipes emerging from the roof and a small boy standing in the yard.

Soon after the Regent’s report was submitted to the National Assembly in Lhasa three search parties were dispatched across eastern Tibet, one southeast to Dakpo, another to Chamdo, capital of the eastern province of Kham, the last to the northeastern region of Amdo. The latter, departing in the autumn of 1936, consisted of forty members under the direction of one Kewtsang Rinpoché, a high lama of Sera Monastery. Riding over a thousand miles northeast, it chose as the center of its search Kumbum, the most important monastery in Amdo. Fifteen miles south of Xining, China’s westernmost city, Kumbum had been built three and one half centuries before by the Third Dalai Lama to commemorate the birthplace of Tsongkhapa, founder of Tibet’s largest sect, the Gelugpas or Followers of the Virtuous Way. As it came into view, set in low cedar-covered hills overlooking a fertile valley, the delegation saw that, just like the cloister in the vision, Kumbum’s central temples were surmounted by brilliant gold and jade rooftops.

The party divided into four groups and proceeded to search the area for extraordinary children. A number of candidates were examined, all unsatisfactory. Six months into their stay, however, Kewtsang Rinpoché personally ventured forth to investigate the situation of a young boy living in a small farming village called Takster, two days east of Kumbum. The boy’s existence had been brought to his attention by the Seventh Panchen Lama, Tibet’s second-highest incarnation. While en route to Amdo, the delegation had encountered the Panchen Lama, then residing in Kham, and received from him a list—a product of his own inquiries—of three potential candidates for the Dalai Lama’s rebirth. The boy in Takster was the last to be tested.

Early in the winter of 1937, Kewtsang Rinpoché, accompanied by a government official named Lobsang Tsewang and two attendants, set out for Takster. To avoid detection they disguised themselves as merchants on a business trip: Kewtsang Rinpoché donned an old sheepskin robe to play the role of servant; Lobsang Tsewang acted as the leader. Approaching Takster on the afternoon of the second day, they saw before them a typical Tibetan village: thirty or so stone farmhouses grouped together on a hillside, surrounded by lush fields of barley giving way to the foothills of spectacular snow-capped peaks, the most prominent, rising south of the village, called Kyeri. Covered with poplars and conifers, Kyeri’s lower slopes were also home to two small monasteries, the upper, smaller one of which, Karma Shartsong Hermitage, had an especially renowned past. Perched atop a 500-foot sheer cliff face, its temples hewn from solid rock, Shartsong Hermitage was the very monastery in which Tsongkhapa had joined the company of monks and later taken novice vows. None of this was lost on the delegation as they rode up to a group of three flat-roofed buildings, each constructed around a central courtyard, occupying a spot somewhat up the hill from the rest of the village. Among them stood the house they sought, its single heavy wooden door, at the center of the windowless eastern wall, draped with a decorative cotton canopy above which rose a ten-foot-tall white prayer flag emblazoned with thousands of Buddhist mantras fluttering in the wind.

As the party dismounted, a brown and white spotted mastiff, chained to the entranceway, started to bark. The woman of the house emerged and Lobsang Tsewang, identifying himself as a trader, requested the use of her kitchen to make tea—a common practice of Tibetan travelers. While he was shown to the better rooms in the north wing, the others were directed to the kitchen which lay adjacent to the gate. Passing through the courtyard, Kewtsang Rinpoché noticed that the roof was fringed with turquoise tiles pierced by twisted waterspouts fashioned of gnarled juniper wood. Inside the kitchen he was directed to a wooden seating platform before a brick stove. A boy approached. Just two and a half, he had a bright, handsome face and was dressed in heavy Tibetan boots and wool overalls. Climbing into Kewtsang Rinpoché’s lap, the child began playing with a rosary that had belonged to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama but now hung around the visitor’s neck. According to the account of Amdo Kesang, the actual servant to the party, the little boy, whose name was Lhamo Dhondrub, suddenly became agitated. Claiming that the rosary was his, he demanded that it be given to him immediately. “I’ll give it to you,” replied Kewtsang Rinpoché, “if you can guess who I am.” “You are a lama of Sera,” the boy said matter-of-factly. He then identified Lobsang Tsewang, to whom he had not been introduced, by his proper name and went on to mark the other visitors as having come from Sera monastery as well. Most astounding of all, Lhamo Dhondrub addressed the men in the dialect of Central Tibet, virtually unknown in his district.

Their interest roused, the delegation stayed the night, planning to leave unnoticed before dawn the next day. The following morning Lhamo Dhondrub had risen before them, and on seeing their preparations to depart pleaded in tears to be taken along. They succeeded in calming him down only by promising to return. When they did, it was to subject the boy to a battery of tests to determine if, in fact, this was the Dalai Lama.

When the party came again to Takster the monks offered gifts to the family and asked to be left alone with its smallest member. As night fell, they adjourned to the master bedroom at the center of the house, placed a low table on the kang or platform bed and arranged on it a series of articles some having belonged to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama, others, carefully crafted duplicates. The objects included the Dalai Lama’s spectacles, silver pencil and eating bowl, as well as four items which the Oracle of Samye had ordered this delegation in particular to bring with it. They were a black rosary, a yellow rosary, two walking sticks and a small ivory hand drum used in religious devotions. The first stage of the examination centered on these.

Entering the bedroom, Lhamo Dhondrub was invited forward by Kewtsang Rinpoché, who sat with three officials on either side of the table. In his hand Kewtsang Rinpoché held the black rosary to which the boy had been drawn on the previous visit; beside it, a perfect duplicate. Asked to choose one, the child took the correct rosary without hesitating and placed it around his neck, a feat he repeated with the yellow rosary a few moments later. Next, the walking sticks were presented. At first Lhamo Dhondrub pulled gently at the wrong stick, but then let it go and took the correct one, happily holding it in front of him like a giant stave. This was considered particularly significant since the “wrong” stick had actually been used briefly by the Dalai Lama before he gave it to a friend. The final items, the drum, remained to be chosen. The false drum was beautifully decorated with floral brocade; the genuine one was less inviting. Once more, though, Lhamo Dhondrub took the correct object, twisting the drum quickly back and forth in his right hand so that it beat in the manner of tantric ritual.

A physical inspection was now undertaken. The boy was examined for eight bodily marks traditionally distinguishing the Dalai Lamas from all other men: among them, large ears, long eyes, eyebrows curving up at their ends, streaks like those of a tiger skin on the legs, and a print resembling a conch shell on the palm of one hand. Gently drawing back the child’s clothing, the examiners found three indications resembling those they sought. As one of them, a monk named Sonam Wangdu, later recounted, they were overcome with “deep devotion, joy and gaiety.” “Indeed we were so moved that tears of happiness filled our eyes,” he recalled. “Scarcely able to breathe, we could neither sit properly on the mat nor speak a word.” There was no longer any doubt. Here, halfway through his third year of life, was the Holy One himself, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet.

Despite their success, a serious obstacle confronted the party. Ma Bufeng, the Moslem warlord of northwestern China, had learned of the child in Takster. Fearful of his intervention, the delegation sought to conceal their choice by examining dozens of children at the general’s heavily fortified yamen or headquarters in Xining. When the very best managed to identify only two of four articles correctly, Ma Bufeng, undeceived, summoned Lhamo Dhondrub and his family to a private audience with a few other children. Here he became convinced, by the boy’s precocious demeanor, that he was the most likely candidate for the Dalai Lama. As a result, when the delegation requested permission to take the child to Lhasa, Ma Bufeng refused to grant it. Unabashedly, he demanded 100,000 Chinese silver dollars (approximately $92,000) in ransom. With no other recourse, the officials paid. However, instead of releasing the boy, Ma Bufeng made further demands: 300,000 more dollars, a full set of the past Dalai Lama’s robes and throne ornaments and a valuable gold-lettered edition of all 333 volumes of the Buddhist canon. Outraged but helpless, the Tibetans once more complied. While most of the money was being raised on loan from Moslem traders, Lhamo Dhondrub lived at Kumbum with his eldest brother, Takster Rinpoché, himself already recognized as an incarnate lama.

The delegation’s fear of losing the newly discovered Dalai Lama increased as additional proofs of his true identity were recorded. Besides the house, its odd waterspouts and dog, the letters Ah, Ka and Ma all fit the locale perfectly. Ah stood for Amdo, Ka for Kumbum and Ka and Ma together for the first word of the monastery on the nearby mountainside: Karma Shartsong Hermitage. It was now recalled that the Thirteenth Dalai Lama had stayed at the temple in 1909 on his return from five-and-a-half years of exile in Mongolia and China. He had left a pair of his boots as a blessing and in the memory of local people looked long and hard at the very house Lhamo Dhondrub was born in, commenting that it was a beautiful spot. More recently, crops in Takster had failed for an unprecedented four years, causing the villagers to say that a high incarnation would be born among them, a notion grounded in the belief that an auspicious event had to be offset by one equally bad. Lhamo Dhondrub’s family had undergone particularly severe troubles. A number of their livestock had died without apparent cause, and in the few months preceding the infant’s birth, his father had fallen ill, again for no discernible reason. His mother, though, managed to carry out the household duties. On the day of the birth she retired to the cow shed, a small windowless room in the western wing of the house, lined with mangers and illuminated by a single mustard-oil lamp. At the break of dawn on July 6, 1935, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama was born, eyes wide open, a fact his mother noted as unusual. On the same day, his father recovered just as mysteriously as he had fallen ill, got out of bed, offered prayers at the family altar and on being informed that a son had been born to him, simply said, “Good. I would like to make him a monk.”

Lhamo Dhondrub’s parents had no inkling of their fifth child’s remarkable identity. Within days of his birth, however, a pair of crows, believed by Tibetan Buddhists to be sacred to the protective deity Mahakala, came to the house in Takster and perched on its roof. Each morning they arrived at the same time, roosted for a while and then departed. It was now remembered that similar visitations had occurred at the birth of the First, Seventh, Eighth and Twelfth Dalai Lamas. As far back as 1391, Gendun Drub, the First Dalai Lama, had been protected by a crow on the day of his birth, when, during an attack by bandits, his nomad parents fled their tent, leaving their child behind. Returning that evening, they found the baby in a corner on the ground, a large black crow standing guard before him.

Prior to the search party’s appearance in Takster, Lhamo Dhondrub’s favorite game was to straddle a windowsill and pretend he was riding a horse to Lhasa. Following his arrival in Kumbum, the urge became so strong that the then three-year-old boy continually played alone at packing bags and setting off on a journey to the Holy City.

After eight months of waiting, on the first day of the sixth Tibetan month, mid-August 1939, the delegation, the prospective Dalai Lama and his family finally departed Kumbum. Joining the caravan of Moslem merchants who had put up the second part of the ransom (and were now en route to Mecca on pilgrimage), they left the monastery under a bright sun and light rain on the first stage of an arduous three-and-a-half-month trek over Tibet’s barren northern plains. Lhamo Dhondrub rode with his six-year-old brother, Lobsang Samten, in a small palanquin suspended on poles between two mules. Though as yet not officially confirmed, he was already being treated with the respect accorded to a Dalai Lama. In the towns and nomad camps they passed through, he sat on a high throne receiving offerings and bestowing personal blessings to thousands of the faithful. Though he was outwardly at ease during the ceremonies, the sudden attention took its toll at first, those adults closest to the boy noticing, as one put it, that he was “fretful” and “occasionally wept.” His spirits improved, though, as the caravan approached Central Tibet. When a cavalry detachment of the Tibetan army greeted the caravan north of Nagchuka, Lhamo Dhondrub was delighted by a display of trick riding put on for his benefit. Crossing the Thutoppchu River, he was equally pleased by a ride in a coracle, or yak-skin boat. On the far shore he was met by a delegation from the National Assembly in Lhasa, followed, a few days later, by a second group of emissaries bringing with them the Thirteenth Dalai Lama’s yellow traveling tent and, with it, news of the government’s decision to formally designate the child from Amdo as the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama. A proclamation to this effect, issued jointly by the Regent, the Cabinet and the National Assembly, was delivered by a third party of officials, who rode ten days out from the capital to greet their new ruler by torchlight one morning before dawn. As the first rays of the sun illuminated a large group of reception tents, the Dalai Lama was taken inside, dressed in the maroon and yellow robes of a monk and presented with the offering of the Mendel Tensum—an image of the Buddha, a reliquary and a scripture—the traditional homage paid to a high lama by his followers. Thereafter he rode in a golden palanquin, soon joined by the Regent and the Lord Chamberlain, through villages filled by exultant crowds. And as the entourage, now numbering in the hundreds, neared Lhasa, the Dalai Lama himself experienced a moment of profound joy when, in the midst of an audience for high government officials, an unfamiliar lama approached bearing in his hands a three-foot-long tube enclosed in heavy brocade. Sealed within lay one of the most sacred objects in Tibet, a thanka or scroll painting of Palden Lhamo, chief Protector of the Dalai Lamas. Believed to be a receptacle through which the Protector could communicate, it had been carried next to the person of every Dalai Lama since the 15th century. On seeing it, Lhamo Dhondrub was so ecstatic that many of those around him burst into tears.

On the morning of October 6, 1939, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama arrived in sight of Lhasa. Two miles east of the city on Doguthang Plain, a great tent encampment had been pitched in four concentric squares. In the center was a voluminous tent surmounted by a white and blue canopy known as the “Great Peacock.” Fashioned of bright yellow satin with a silk lining and crown, it had been used over the centuries solely to greet the infant Dalai Lamas on their discovery and return to the capital. Flanked by leopard- and tiger-skin Mongolian yurts, the inner and smallest square was surrounded by an eight-foot-high wall, outside of which stood the hundreds of tents of Tibetan government and monastic officials gathered for the ceremonies.

Throughout the two days spent at Doguthang, Lhamo Dhondrub sat on a tall throne at the rear wall of the Great Peacock, holding a small yellow tassel in his right hand, individually blessing each of the 70,000 monks and lay people gathered. Pastries, dried fruit and yak meat were distributed to the crowd from giant troughs. Those not waiting in the endless line danced, sang and offered prayers, many weeping with joy. Years later, the Dalai Lama recalled that, while the people’s celebrations had been on an unprecedented scale, some had wished to ascertain for themselves that he was the correct choice. One venerable Geshé or Master of Metaphysics from Drepung Monastery went so far as to subject him to a brief but pointed questioning. As the Dalai Lama reflected, laughing, “So you see, though there were certain very proper old people who wanted to be sure, I apparently put on a good performance and convinced them.”

As the sun rose on the morning of October 8, a crystal-clear day, a brilliant procession formed to escort the child into the city proper. Sixteen noblemen dressed in green satin robes and round red-tasseled hats carried the gilded palanquin in which the Dalai Lama sat. Before him marched the State Astrologer, musicians, monks and ministers of the Cabinet; behind, the Regent, the Prime Minister, the Dalai Lama’s family and a long line of abbots and lay officials costumed according to rank. Clerics heralded the column’s approach with ten-foot long horns blown from the roof of the Potala, rising on Red Hill in the middle of the Lhasan plain. Tens of thousands lined its route, which was demarcated with yellow and white chalk, incense braziers burning every thirty yards between a forest of rainbow-hued “victory banners” held aloft on tall poles. While Lhasans rang small hand bells, the regimental marching bands of the Tibetan army played “God Save the King,” learned from their British instructors. Entering Lhasa, the procession circled the 1,300-year-old Central Cathedral, halting in the large square before it, where the ambassadors of India, China, Nepal and Bhutan waited to offer their respects. Also present was the medium of the chief State Oracle, surrounded by his attendants. As the Dalai Lama’s palanquin arrived, the protective deity abruptly took possession. Dressed in thick silk robes, a polished silver mirror across his chest and a massive flag-festooned helmet weighing almost a hundred pounds on his head, the Protector rushed forward, hissing, cheeks puffed, eyes bulging, rhythmically kicking his legs in the air and bending them at the knees in the deity’s honorific dance. In his hands he held a long white scarf or kata to offer the child. Bowing abruptly from the waist, he snapped his neck down with no difficulty, despite the helmet’s weight, touched his forehead to the boy’s and presented the scarf, which, calmly accepting, Lhamo Dhondrub then draped around the oracle’s neck in blessing. The procession quickly moved on, entering the Central Cathedral, Tibet’s most hallowed sanctum, where the Dalai Lama prayed. From there Lhamo Dhondrub was led past the foot of the Potala, through the city’s western gate and two miles beyond, to the Norbulingka. Ushered into his predecessor’s quarters at the end of the long parade, he pointed to a small box and nonchalantly declared, “My teeth are in there.” Opening the case, attendants were astonished to find a set of the old ruler’s dentures. But the amazement was not theirs alone. The Dalai Lama himself felt transported by all that had occurred. Years later he wrote of his entry to Lhasa: “As the people watched me passing, I could hear them crying, ‘The day of our happiness has come.’ I felt as though I were in a dream … as if I were in a great park covered with beautiful flowers while soft breezes blew across it and peacocks elegantly danced before me. There was an unforgettable scent of wildflowers, and a song of freedom and happiness in the air.”

Within seven weeks, Lhamo Dhondrub was tonsured by the Regent in the Central Cathedral, given his novice vows and renamed Jetsun Jamphel Ngawang Lobsang Yeshi Tenzin Gyatso—Holy Lord, Gentle Glory, Eloquent, Compassionate, Learned Defender of the Faith, Ocean of Wisdom. Shortly thereafter, on February 22, 1940, Tenzin Gyatso—as he was now called—not yet five years old, was installed on the Lion Throne in an elaborate ceremony in the Potala’s great eastern hall as, pending the attainment of his majority, supreme temporal and spiritual ruler of Tibet.

THE LAND over which young Tenzin Gyatso had been chosen to rule was, in its geography and people alike, a world apart. A plateau the size of western Europe at the heart of the Asian continent, Tibet was encircled by the earth’s highest mountains—the Himalayas to the south, Karakorum, Kunlun, Min Shan, and Ta-hsueh Shan to the west, north and east. Only in the northeast, beside the shores of the great Blue Lake, Kokonor, did an unimpeded avenue, rising up like a long ramp through a portal in the mountains, give open access to the Tibetan Plateau. Once there, the world fell far below. Tibet’s average altitude was 15,000 feet—three miles above sea level; more than half the density of the planet’s atmosphere and three quarters of its moisture remained beneath. The country encompassed landscape of awesome beauty. At its center ranged the illimitable changthang or northern plains—an arid wasteland of salt and borax flats, pierced by glacial rivers and crystalline lakes rimmed with glaring white soda deposits. To the south, following the course of the Tsangpo or Brahmaputra River, lay the first of its three provinces—U-Tsang or Central Tibet. Like its geological extension, western Tibet, U-Tsang was dry and dusty, sheltered by the lee of the Himalayas and turning verdant only with the brief summer rains. A burning sun shone through an iridescent cobalt sky onto wide valleys sculpted from sweeping, 20,000-foot peaks, an occasional grove of willow, poplar or walnut trees gracing the riverbanks. Eastward, the plateau sliced into lower, less expansive valleys, compressed by the oblique, heavily forested slopes of Tibet’s second province, Kham. Through Kham’s dramatic mountain gorges ran the headwaters of Asia’s great rivers: the Salween (Ngulchu), Mekong (Dzachu), and Yangtze (Drichu). Its vast forests of juniper, spruce and cypress inhabited by bear, wolf, monkey, leopard, panda, cuckoo, pheasant and eagle, Kham was the most rugged, inaccessible region of Tibet. To the north, Tibet’s third province, Amdo, began. Running as far as the Kunlun Mountains and the Kokonor, it contained the country’s most spectacular terrain. In Amdo, mountain and plain, forest and river, combined to produce a landscape similar to the American Northwest—expansive views over endless prairie, terminating in snow-capped mountains, along whose slopes grazed herds of antelope, yak, bhurrel and wild ass or kiang.

Tibet’s seven million people were descended from nomadic tribes racially akin to the Mongols. According to their own legends, their land had once lain beneath a shallow sea, which indeed it had—the Sea of Tethys. With the water’s disappearance, a monkey and an ogress had come to dwell in its immensity. The monkey, an emanation of the Bodhisattva of Infinite Compassion, Chenrezi, was peaceful and contemplative. He lived, absorbed in meditation, alone in a cave. The ogress, on the other hand, was wrathful and stubborn—a cannibal with an insatiable sexual appetite. Her lonely cries carried across the countryside, summoning a mate. Hearing them, the monkey was filled with pity and rushed to her side, where he remained long enough to father six children: the first Tibetans.

Born without tails and with few other simian traits, the offspring intermixed and multiplied. Those who took after their father were gentle and wise. Those who inherited their mother’s disposition were cruel and given to excess. Abiding in the caves of the ogress, located on Gonpori Mountain in U-Tsang, they gradually disseminated to populate the land. By 127 B.C., the inhabitants of the Yarlung Valley, south of the caves, elevated the country’s first king, Nyatri Tsenpo. From him descended a dynasty of forty-one monarchs spanning the first thousand years of Tibet’s history.

A loose amalgam of competing chieftains and their respective clans, the early Tibetans were in continual conflict with one another. By the time of the thirty-third king, Songtsen Gampo (609–649), however, they had banded together to forge an empire which, brought to its zenith a century later, was the greatest in Asia, extending over two thousand miles from the captured Chinese capital of Chang’ an in the east to the Pamirs and Samarkand in the west.

It was Tibet’s thirty-seventh monarch, Trisong Detsen (741–798), who brought his nation’s conquests to their height; paradoxically, he also ensured the empire’s collapse. While previously the royal family had merely toyed with the alien faith of Buddhism, the new king firmly established its nonviolent tenets over Tibet’s indigenous shamanism, known as Bon. Therein he laid the seeds for a political and cultural upheaval which, by the middle of the ninth century, had destroyed the monarchy itself. For more than four hundred years thereafter, Tibet was divided into feuding princely and monastic states. When centralized rule was finally achieved in the thirteenth century, it was at the price of Tibet’s submission to Mongol dominion. Yet a unique understanding governed the bond, guaranteeing that it was purely nominal.

In 1207, apprised of the approach of Genghis Khan’s armies, Tibet’s chief rulers joined together to offer the Mongols tribute and thereby avoid invasion. Thirty-two years later, though, having failed to make annual payments, Tibet was invaded by Godan Khan, grandson of Genghis. Once he had burned Reting Monastery north of Lhasa and slaughtered five hundred monks and laymen in reprisal, the Mongol prince ironically sought religious instruction from Sakya Pandit, head of the Sakyas, the second of Tibet’s four principal sects. Sakya Pandit assented and in return was given temporal authority over all of Central Tibet, a role which his nephew Phakpa inherited from Godan’s successor, Kublai Khan. With this, the so-called Priest-Patron tie came into effect wherein the Mongols looked to Tibet’s preeminent lama for spiritual authority, while considering the country itself to be within their own sphere of influence. Through it Tibet was loosely associated with China following Kublai Khan’s capture of that nation’s throne. With the waning, though, of both Sakya and Mongol authority one hundred years later, the bond broke. Three centuries of Tibetan independence followed, at the conclusion of which, in 1642, a new religious sect, the Gelugpas, led by their chief teachers the Dalai Lamas, established their rule over rival groups, once more using the fulcrum of Mongol support. Shortly afterwards China’s second foreign dynasty, the Manchus, assumed the Mongols’ role of lay patron. Symbolically aligned to them, the Dalai Lamas governed Tibet into the twentieth century, Lhasa considering its duties to Peking purely ceremonial; an effective means for deflecting a large, aggressive neighbor and little more. In the meantime, Tibet’s unique civilization fully matured.

With the collapse of the early empire, the single-minded zeal Tibetans had shown for the pursuits of war turned to those of peace, transmuting the national character to that of the long-forgotten father of the race. The change resulted primarily from the Buddhist ideas themselves. Buddhism held worldly life in any form to be imbued with suffering. Only through realizing the ultimately illusory nature of existence could freedom—the state of Buddhahood—be obtained. Mahayana Buddhism, the school which came to Tibet, laid particular stress on attaining enlightenment for the sake of liberating all sentient beings from sorrow. Accordingly, the cultivation of compassion, matched by that of renunciation and wisdom, charged the Tibetan soul. Hunting, fishing and the killing of so much as an insect became anathema. Prayer wheels filled the rivers with mantras, prayer flags the sky; house-high piles of mani stones, inscribed with invocations, and the spire-topped reliquaries of Buddhist saints called chortens converted the landscape into a living web of sacred sites, linked by a constant flow of pilgrims. Where every valley had been dominated by the forbidding walls of a mountaintop dzong or fort, great city-like gonpas, or monasteries, now sprang up, centers of learning and culture, inhabited, in time, by a quarter of the male population.

It was in her cloisters that Tibet’s culture flowered. Writing, literature, medicine, arts, architecture and the higher studies of the monastic colleges all derived from the great corpus of the Buddhist teaching or Dharma, which, alone among the nations of Asia, Tibet received in its entirety. While a rotating cadre of monks conducted its administration, the bulk of the monastic community, given to the sangha or clergy as young boys, rigorously pursued enlightenment through ritual, study and daily meditation. In Gelugpa monasteries scholars memorized and debated for up to twenty years before standing for their final exams in the Doctor of Divinity or Geshé degree. Their effort was matched only by the retreats of lifelong gomchen or hermits who, sealed in caves and isolated mountain huts, tended by a few disciples, practiced the most extreme mental and physical austerities. The preeminent religious practitioners, however, were the 4,000 or so tulkus, incarnate lamas believed able to choose the time and place of their rebirth. Recognized in infancy by their followers, they were returned to their monasteries to once more take up the great Buddhist work of leading all beings to liberation. Chief of these were the emanations of high Bodhisattvas or Buddhas, among whom, as the living incarnation of Tibet’s patron saint, Chenrezi, the Dalai Lama stood out as the holiest presence in the land.

The lay society which supported such a temporally nonremunerative pursuit was feudal yet, owing to Tibet’s severe terrain and the temporizing doctrines of the faith, imbued with an essentially democratic spirit. Tibetans themselves were naturally warm and pragmatic, accepting of their lot, socially conservative but individually tolerant. Their innate love of order had kept the various classes immutably defined for centuries.

Holding to the high, open country, Tibet’s original inhabitants, her nomads, grazed vast herds of yak and sheep between summer and winter pasturage. Dwelling in low-slung black felt tents, speaking their own dialects, wearing heavy charm boxes, long swords and fleece-lined robes—though often stripped to the waist in even the harshest weather—they enlivened their existence by ambushing traders’ caravans and, when the snows became too deep to move about, reciting for days on end Tibet’s great epic poem Gesar of Ling. Wary of the sedentary lives of their neighbors, the nomadic tribes descended from the highlands only to trade meat and cheese in exchange for grain, guns and household goods. Here, along the protected valley floors and river basins, lived most of Tibet’s population: farmers skillfully raising the staple crop, barley, out of a thin skin of easily depleted arable earth, beset by a dry climate, early frosts and devastating hailstorms. But within the limits of the land, Tibetans were prosperous. Famine was unknown; properly stored meat remained fresh for a year, grain for a century. Due to the germ-inhibiting altitude, disease was rare. Large families were the norm, polygamy, polyandry and monogamy all being practiced. The status of women was equal to that of men in both business and the household and, without doubt, the highest in Asia. The main repressive feature of Tibetan society was the system of taxation: since taxes were paid in kind or labor to whatever large monastic, noble or government estate dominated the area, peasants were tied to their property and social mobility was impeded.

The chance for economic betterment lay almost exclusively in trade. In autumn, following the harvest, one or two men from each family departed home on a trading expedition. Entering the ancient caravan ways, they joined the mule, yak and camel trains of the great merchant concerns, traveling south to India, east to China and north to Mongolia. Tea blocks, tools, tobacco, silver ingots, horses, Russian silks, Japanese matches and American perfume were all imported; musk, wool, salt, gold dust, furs, medicinal herbs and yak tails, used abroad for fly whisks and Santa Claus beards, were sent out. Camped behind stockades fashioned from bales of their goods, flintlocks and ferocious mastiffs at the ready, the traders broke their journey at midday, when afternoon dust storms scoured the land, and were afoot long before dawn. The greatest beneficiaries of their business were the small noble class, numbering no more than three hundred families, who, beside the monks, stood at the pinnacle of Tibetan society.

The oldest of Tibet’s aristocrats traced their origin directly to the Yarlung kings. Like those ennobled more recently, they held ancestral estates by grant from the government, in exchange for which they rendered service to the bureaucracy. Their noble status was clear to all from their splendid silk robes (the sleeves worn a foot below the hands to denote leisure), pendant earrings and coteries of retainers who, as they rode forth from their homes, cleared the way. They ate off silver plates and jade bowls, had a passion for elaborate flower gardens, archery (using box-headed arrows that whistled in flight) and four-day picnics at which the guests were serenaded by exquisitely dressed chang or “beer” girls, who encouraged everyone to drink. The nobility, though, were not, by nature, opulent. All employed a staff of monks to say daily prayers before household shrines, and their most compelling concern, beyond a strict adherence to their faith, lay in the business of governance. Though many had country estates in or around Shigatse and Gyantse, Tibet’s second- and fourth-largest cities, the obligations of government work kept them in the capital for most of the year.

It was to Lhasa that all Tibet gravitated. At the hub of the city—and of Tibet itself—lay the Central Cathedral containing the country’s most sacred image, Jowo Rinpoché, the Precious Lord. A statue of the Buddha believed to have been blessed by him, it was the magnet to which pilgrims would prostrate across the entire nation, an endeavor often years in the undertaking. Arriving at the Cathedral or Tsuglakhang, they turned the prayer wheels of the first of Lhasa’s three circular roads, the Nangkhor, and entering the hallowed sanctum, beheld its golden face lit by the serene glow of colossal butter lamps. The Tsuglakhang epitomized Tibet’s inextricable mix of the sacred and mundane. Within the more than 50 chapels on its ground floor lay an inestimable treasure of spiritual wealth, yet on the two floors above stood the offices of the Cabinet, the Foreign Bureau, the departments of Finance, Customs and Agriculture, the Mayor of Lhasa, the Regent and a score of others. Their documents, which included centuries-old treaties and tax records, were filed in bunches tied to red-lacquered pillars while much of their respective budgets were kept in the form of grain, material and fuel in adjoining storerooms. Between them all ranged more chapels and shrines, so that the seven grades of the civil bureaucracy were continually passing incense-shrouded images and devout worshippers as they conducted the various affairs of state.

Outside the Tsuglakhang ran Lhasa’s second circular road, the Barkhor or marketplace. With the ship-like girth of the Potala looming in the distance, bakers, booksellers, rug and saddle merchants vied for the business of the huge crowds, among whom could be seen all of Tibetan society. Women of U and Tsang, Central Tibet’s two provinces, wore their hair in great wood-framed headdresses, studded with coral, pearl and turquoise, bulky amber necklaces and multicolored aprons adorning their ankle-length chubas or robes. Towering Khampa men swaggered through the streets clad in thick wool garments and fox-fur hats, long, carved daggers in their belts. From Amdo came the nomadic Goloks, feared for banditry, the men wearing ivory bracelets and heavy red and black leather boots, their heads shaved save for a short lock left on the crown, the women’s waist-long hair braided into 108 plaits bound with large silver discs and coins to show their wealth. Among the shoppers, monks stopped to buy snuff (their sole indulgence save for up to sixty cups of butter tea a day), children played at keeping a ribboned fly aloft with the kicks of one foot, while strolling drama troupes and traveling
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