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LHASA – I

I wake from a long, deep sleep at about nine. When I wish Daniel good morning,
my voice sounds an octave or so lower than normal – I definitely have caught a cold.
My voice stays like this for the rest of the day and almost disappears to a whisper at
times.

Lhasa city and suburbs, as seen from the Potala Palace
Although I am in no mood to get up and do things today, Daniel persuades me to
go with him to book our flights to Chengdu at the end of our stay here, as by now we
have realized how important it is to organize everything well in advance. I wash,
dress and set off with Daniel, walking down the main street towards the Potala
Palace. Gradually we leave the Tibetan old quarter behind and enter the featureless,
ugly Chinese section. Walking along the dusty and busy road soon becomes tiring,
especially as we are still not fully acclimatized to the altitude (about 11,500 feet or
3,500 metres). We take it easy, for I feel a little breathless at times. We are not too
sure of where we were going, for the map in our guide book is rather sketchy. We
stop and ask a couple of policemen for directions. At a junction before the Potala we
turn right, heading northwards. Here we find a complex of ugly buildings that look
vaguely official and rather military. It comes as no great surprise that the CAAC (Civil
Aviation Administration of China) office is poorly signposted, and incredibly noisy
and chaotic inside – indeed, it is more like a bus station.
Here we have to buy a couple of forms and fill them in, using a biro that we share.
We then give them to a man seated behind a desk, who devotes far more attention
to the cigarette that he is smoking than to our forms. We pay a 5 yuan booking fee,
155

we are given a receipt, the man writes something on our forms, and we are directed
to another desk, where a lady deals with us. Daniel asks her if he can buy his ticket
now, for he will leave earlier than I will – he has to be back at his work by a certain
date. The lady says no; he can only purchase his ticket three days before his
departure. Daniel tries to pay elsewhere, fails and returns to the desk, where he tells
the lady that he will be going off on a tour and will not be in Lhasa three days before
departing. At this the lady relents and writes him a ticket. As he does not have
enough money, I give him 400 yuan FEC, which he promises to pay me back
tomorrow. We both plan on going to the bank tomorrow morning, after which I will
buy my plane ticket.

Roadside sign, Lhasa
I am glad to leave this dreadful dump; now we have to face the tedious walk back
to the old quarter. Once there, we head for the restaurant that we had used
yesterday evening, the Merry-Making Dining Room, for lunch. On the way in, I see
another notice beside the entrance, on which the words ‘dining room’ have been
comically contracted to ‘ding room’. We order a lemon drink with our meal and two
large bowls of soup, so that we can have plenty of liquid – vital at this altitude. Today
the restaurant is almost deserted, possibly because it is well after lunch time by now.
Refreshed, we return to our hotel room, where we relax and I write my diary. At
one stage I go upstairs and sit on the flat roof, basking in the hot sunshine. After a
while it proves to be too much and I move down to our balcony, where I manage to
ignore the smoke from the kitchen below – and also the flies. Downstairs in the
courtyard people are still washing clothes and hanging them on the lines to dry.
Some of the people staying here (and also living here, I believe) are really strange. I
can imagine Lhasa turning into another Kathmandu, with its tourists and hippies.
Later, Daniel and I go off to photograph the old quarter. First of all I take shots of
some of the humorous signs outside the scruffy restaurants, and then the furniture
makers who have their wares displayed on the pavement. The rather crude furniture
is painted in bright, almost gaudy colours.
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Furniture for sale, Lhasa
Having finished a film, I change it for another in the shade, and in the process I
lose Daniel, who plunges into the market area. I follow in his footsteps, and find
myself surrounded by Tibetans, some twirling prayer wheels and muttering to
themselves. A lone monk, seated between stalls displaying all manner of gaudy gifts,
chants the sutras and rings his bell. The light is wonderful; the sun is low and the sky
a deep blue. Alone now, I take my time, intent on taking in my surroundings and
looking for subjects to photograph. I promise to return without my camera so that I
can fully immerse myself in this interesting and atmospheric part of the town centre,
and observe everything without any distractions.

The Jokhang, Lhasa
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As I approach the Jokhang temple, I hear music and encounter a throng of people
gathered under an open marquee. This must be part of the week’s Tibetan
festivities; I have learned that there had been a performance of Tibetan Opera here
all day. Earlier I had heard all kinds of music coming from loudspeakers around the
place: Tibetan music, Chinese music, and Western pop. I climb some steps to see
what is happening in the marquee and am disappointed to discover that it is only a
man singing to the accompaniment of music played on a ghetto blaster, and
stomping on a small wooden platform. As it is rather monotonous, I move on.

Worshippers at the entrance of the Jokhang, Lhasa
I now approach the Jokhang, which I photograph and, although there are fewer
worshippers at the entrance today than I had seen yesterday evening, I take a shot
of them.

The Top of the World restaurant, Lhasa
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Happy that I have captured some of this magical and other-worldly place on film, I
now set off in search of food. This time I decide to dine in the ‘Top of the World’
restaurant, where I find several Europeans. First of all, however, I walk back to the
hotel, but as Daniel has not returned, I cannot get into our room. I tell the Dutch girl
where I am going and return to the small, dingy restaurant. Inside, I find myself
sitting beside a girl from County Clare in Ireland. She and her French friend have
been eating spaghetti and now offer their leftovers to me – I obviously look as
though I am in need of a good feed. We have a pleasant conversation until they both
leave, then Daniel and some of the others from the hotel arrive.
At this point another girl sits down near me; she obviously has not been here
before and does not know the ropes. She is English, originally from Oxford, and has
been working in London. She is now based in Hong Kong, where she is a freelance
journalist. As she had once worked in ITV and TV AM, she knows several people in
our Irish national television station, RTÉ, where I work. At this point I join her, for I
am delighted to converse with anybody who speaks fluent English. Lou, as she is
called, had just arrived in Lhasa during the afternoon by plane, and had walked back
and forth to the CAAC office about five times in search of her luggage, which had
gone missing. How she managed to do this having had no time to acclimatize to the
high altitude, I have no idea – I sense that she is heading for trouble. While we talk,
she eats just a little and drinks copious cups of tea. She has an ambitious plan of
hiring a horse and riding to Everest Base Camp in order to trek to the Rongbuk
glacier. When she looks at my Lonely Planet guide to Tibet and realizes the distance
involved, she begins to realize that she will not have enough time to do this. We
discuss various plans, for I feel that I would not mind joining her as she is far more
interested in things Tibetan than any of the others. After our meal and a long
conversation, we walk back to the hotel together.
Just as I arrive at our room, I find one of the Tibetan ladies trying to open our door.
I produce the key immediately, open it and apologize. Daniel has been waiting
outside, where he is sitting with some of the others, drinking beer. As we are both
tired, we decide to hit the sack. As we prepare to sleep, we hear activity in the room
beside us. My Lonely Planet guide book warns readers that the walls are rather thin
in this particular hotel and informs them that ‘one traveller said he was kept up all
night by the couple next door bemoaning the breathtaking problems of high altitude
copulation’. Judging by what we hear – creaking bedsprings and ecstatic gasps – the
young Swedish couple in the next room are having no such problems. We chuckle
when the performance comes to its grand climax; we refrain from applauding and
settle down to a well-deserved night’s sleep.
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