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LHASA – II

I sleep well again and am woken by Daniel’s alarm clock. We have several things
to do this morning: pay a visit to the bank, go to the post office, and return to the
CAAC office, where I plan to buy my plane ticket. We have decided to abandon a visit
to the bus station in order to buy tickets for a trip to distant Gyantse, which we have
been planning to visit. We had heard yesterday that no tickets were available at the
moment. Daniel is beginning to realize that it will be too much bother trying to tour
around the region, since everything happens so slowly and it is almost impossible to
try and plan ahead because of so many obstacles. Why not just relax and enjoy Lhasa
and the sights nearby? I am inclined to agree with him.
After I have washed and dressed, I ask Daniel if he wants any breakfast. We had
done without it yesterday morning. As he thinks that it will be a good idea if we eat
something, I go out to buy some food. I am surprised to discover that this part of the
city has not really woken up yet, despite the fact that it is nearly ten o’clock – or
rather ten o’clock Beijing time. I manage to purchase some yoghurt, a few bread rolls
and a jar of mandarin oranges. Back in the hotel we eat our breakfast and put the
leftover oranges aside. The yoghurt, which has been recommended to us, is delicious.
At last we set off for the bank. As it is quite a distance away and located in a new
building, it proves to be difficult to find. Although we appear to be on the correct
road, we cannot locate it. Daniel suggests that we try a path to the right, and off we
go. Before long we find ourselves among trees and farm houses, heading towards
the countryside. Children appear out of nowhere, surround us and begin shouting,
‘Hallo!’ and ‘Bye-bye!’. Once or twice they prove to be a bit of a nuisance, but on the
whole they are good humoured.
As we quickly conclude that there can be no bank around here, we return to the
main road by another path. We follow it a little farther and see some Westerners
walking towards a group of white buildings. A Chinese soldier confirms that we are
heading the right way. At last we see a notice that reads ‘Bank of China’. We go
through a gateway and, much to our astonishment, find ourselves surrounded by
blocks of apartments. There are no signposts and nobody can give us precise
directions. At last we find ourselves at the entrance of an imposing building, but the
doors are locked. Somebody notices that the doors in the building beside it are open
and in we go. The interior is cool, spacious and impressive, but there is a very long
queue of Westerners – no Chinese or Tibetans. There seems to be only two people
working behind the counter; a third person, a young man, is reading a book.
Immediately we see this, we know that we are in for a long wait. Daniel takes his
place in the queue and I sit down in a plush armchair as I am tired. After a while we
swap places – I queue and Daniel sits. Because of the slow service, people in the
queue inch forward at a snail’s pace.
At last our turn comes. I decide to change more dollars than I had planned, so that
I will not have to go through all this again. We finally leave the bank at 1.30 p.m.
What a waste of a morning! No wonder my guide book suggests a stay of at least
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one month in Lhasa! We decide that the plane ticket and the post office can wait
until tomorrow.
As we have by now walked a considerable distance west of the old quarter and
are not too far from the Norbulingka (the ‘Garden of Jewels’), we decide to continue
on our way and visit it. We have learned that as the Sho Dun (Yoghurt Festival) is in
full swing, Tibetan dances and operas are being performed there all day. Now a
public park, the Norbulingka once was a complex of palaces, temples and gardens
first built in 1755 by the seventh Dalai Lama. The present Dalai Lama began the
construction of a new palace in 1954, which was completed in 1956. This was shelled
by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army the day after the Dalai Lama left Tibet
following the uprising of 1959, and more damage was done during the Cultural
Revolution.
Walking to the Norbulingka means trudging along more straight Chinese roads.
When we find ourselves in the street undergoing repairs (or being reconstructed),
we stop briefly to buy canned drinks and peanuts. Neither of us is hungry, but we are
thirsty. At the end of the street we turn left and find ourselves at the huge, modern
and very vulgar four-star Lhasa Hotel, and opposite, the Lhasa Theatre, which is just
as large and incongruous. There is a fountain in the grounds of the hotel; we can see
well-heeled tourists coming and going. Outside, grimy Tibetans work on the road and
sell goods from stalls. The contrast between the old and the new, and between rich
and poor, could be more pronounced. Everything built here by the Chinese looks
horribly out of place. Like the traditional architecture of any country, Tibetan
buildings blend in with the surroundings, but the ugly Chinese ones stick out like a
sore thumb.

Entrance to the Norbulingka
Just beyond this point is the start of the Norbulingka park, the outer edges of
which resemble a rubbish dump. We enter by an ornamental gate and find ourselves
surrounded by a sea of cheerful Tibetans, all colourfully dressed. Stalls selling all
manner of goods line the path and, strung between the trees are scores of what
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might be described as roofless tents, which are being used to partition groups of
picnicking Tibetans. Various types of music waft from different directions. We turn to

Norbulingka
the right and encounter a lively performance of so-called Tibetan Opera: several
colourfully-dressed dancers moving to the accompaniment of drums and cymbals.
This is staged in a large marquee and is being recorded by or transmitted on TTV
(Tibetan Television). I never knew that such a channel existed; I wonder how many
ethnic Tibetans own television sets or, indeed, actually have electricity in their
simple dwellings. Not too far away I discover a van bearing the words ‘China Tibet
Television’. Is this the same channel? The cameras are being operated by young men
dressed in jeans.

Dancing, Norbulingka
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Norbulingka
It is difficult to see the performance because of the crowds. I finally find a place
where I can stand, photograph the dancers, and see clearly. I stay here until Daniel
joins me. We then wander off, knowing that this will continue for some considerable
time.
Mingling with the crowds, we find our way to an elaborate Chinese-looking
temple, which we photograph. We walk a short distance and stop at a stall, where
Daniel spots a Tibetan jacket that he thinks his girlfriend may like. As he does not
have enough money, I lend him forty-five yuan. Although he is very pleased with his
purchase, I think otherwise.

Temple, Norbulingka

Norbulingka park
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After this I suggest that we go into the temple that we have just passed. We pay
20 fen (cents) and follow the people inside, walking in a clockwise direction. The
interior is typically Buddhist, with hanging canopies, thangkas, statues and colourful
murals. We have timed it perfectly, for just as we are leaving, the doors are closed.
We now wander along the side wall of an interior complex and enter by a
gateway. We now find ourselves in what had been the Dalai Lama’s private section: a
park where ordinary people are sitting on rugs spread on the grass, picnicking and
playing a game that resembles chess, which involves much laughter and the slapping
of boards. We find an empty space, where we sit down and relax. It is wonderful to
be among these fun-loving people. It must have been a treat to be here in the early
1900s, when everyone would have been dressed in colourful Tibetan costumes. Now
many of the locals wear dull grey or blue Chinese clothing. A small group of rather
trendy-looking youths are enjoying themselves here; they sit near us and admire
Daniel’s newly-purchased jacket.
Daniel lies down and snoozes for a while; I finish my can of orange drink and the
remaining peanuts. Later we bestir ourselves and walk on, following the crowd. By
now it is hot and so it is pleasant to walk in the shade of the trees. After a while we
find ourselves at the new palace that the current Dalai Lama had had built before he
had fled from the country. In front is a fountain and crowds of people queueing to
visit the palace. We decide to pay the two-yuan entrance fee and join the queue.

The Dalai Lama’s palace, Norbulingka
When we finally reach the building, we go upstairs to the first floor and enter the
Dalai Lama’s meditation room. Here I experience a sharp pang of emotion when I see
the hapless Tibetans prostrating themselves on the floor before an empty seat; a pile
of money has been left in front of it. Although I feel intensely sorry for these devout
people who are fervently paying homage to their absent spiritual leader and head of
state, I am heartened by the fact that they are not prohibited from doing this. I do
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not dare to think about who will collect the money so generously donated –
hopefully it will be put aside for the reconstruction of some of the many thousands
of monasteries that were so callously destroyed by the Chinese. As I watch these
simple, harmless people throwing themselves down on the carpet in an attitude of
abject humiliation, a lump forms in my throat and tears threaten to well up in my
eyes. Although the prospect seems very unlikely, I hope that the Dalai Lama will be
reunited with his people at some time in the future.
Saddened, but glad that I have come here, I linger in the room for a while, then
follow the people through a couple of empty rooms (no doubt stripped of their
contents by the Chinese) to the Dalai Lama’s bedroom, a small intimate room
complete with a rather hideous old Russian radio, which is mentioned in my guide
book. Behind this is a sitting room, a bathroom, and a reception area. Next we pass
through an open courtyard and enter a large throne room with elaborate décor and
murals depicting various scenes, including the Dalai Lama with various dignitaries.
This is very impressive. By now I am on my own – Daniel has gone on ahead. I meet
him outside and, after we have taken some photographs, we wander towards the
back of the palace, where we find a restaurant in one of the outbuildings. We stop
here for a while to enjoy some Tibetan dumplings and a cup of coffee. The
refreshments have been supplied by the Lhasa Hotel and we are served by a young
man who speaks English. We relax here for a while, watching the Tibetans laughing,
enjoying themselves, and eating very sweet, sticky cakes that are on sale. We notice
that they pay far less for their refreshments than we have done.

Norbulingka
We now decide to retrace our steps and return to our hotel. We leave the
wonderful Norbulingka and walk past the great Potala Palace that rises high above
the scruffy buildings around it. On our way we find the post office and go in to buy
stamps for our post cards. Daniel is very cross with some Chinese people who, true
to form, try to jump the queue and squeeze in before us. I post nine cards and we
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leave. As we have run out of ordinary currency (RMB) by now, we decide to look for
a money changer. We go into the market area, pull some FEC notes from our pockets
and are immediately approached by a young man, who brings us into the courtyard
of a house and closes the door. Daniel wants 155 RMB for 100 FEC; after a little
haggling, we arrive at a rate of 154. We both change 100 FEC and leave.
Back at the hotel, I relax over a cup of tea and have a shower. Later I join Daniel
and the French couple for a meal at the Top of the World restaurant, but the meal is
rather disappointing. We plan to share the dishes that we order, but Daniel sticks to
his two huge spring rolls, and the French people gobble up their portions. As the
restaurant is so noisy, I leave and return to the hotel. Shortly afterwards, while I am
writing my diary, there is a dramatic thunderstorm, complete with lightning flashes.
Daniel and the others return, and soon afterwards it pours with rain. This is not too
surprising, as August can be the wettest month in this region.
Later in the evening, the Danish lad calls to see if we would like to drink some
beer with him. We accept his offer and he goes off to buy four bottles. When
together in the hotel, we laugh at the sound of a sheep bleating beneath us, in the
kitchen. We wonder what will become of it tomorrow!
Later I leave and return to my diary, while the lads continue chatting until nearly 2
a.m. I finally bring the diary up to date. I had missed a Tibetan ‘concert’ this evening
at the Lhasa Theatre, but I do not mind as I realize that it would surely have been
very touristy. Apart from the wasted morning, it had been a very pleasant day.
For the first time I feel energetic and inclined to do some sightseeing this morning.
I walk across the road and eat breakfast with a couple of Canadian girls in a little
restaurant. On the way back, I stop to buy yoghurt, which I eat with some nuts and a
few segments of our leftover mandarin oranges. Thus fortified, I creep out of our
room (Daniel is still asleep) and walk the short distance to the Jokhang temple, which
I have decided to visit as the weather is not too good this morning.
The Jokhang, which was the very first Buddhist temple to be built in Tibet, was
founded in A.D. 650 by King Srongtsen Gampo, supposedly on the site of a great
underground lake. Because of this, every structure that was erected collapsed long
before it was completed. An oracle was consulted, and the king learned that the
secret was held by an old sage who lived somewhere in the east. On hearing this, the
king sent out search parties to cover the whole eastern part of Tibet. One messenger
found the sage quite by accident when the girth of his saddle broke, and he entered
a small hut by a pond to ask for help. Inside he found an old blind man, who invited
the messenger to look around for a spare strap. It turned out that the blind man was
a lama who was on pilgrimage, and who knew that the king was trying to build a
temple over an underground lake. He swore the messenger to secrecy, saying that
an ancient spell told that as soon as a teacher from Tibet came to know of this secret,
the hidden waters would leave and flood the area that they were in. On hearing this,
the messenger jumped on his horse, told the man to save himself as he had revealed
his secret to a teacher from Tibet and fled back to Lhasa. Shortly afterwards, loud
noises were heard underground in Lhasa. At the same time, the pool beside the hut
began to flood and the old man and everyone who had not heeded the warning
were drowned. The water spread for a hundred miles and, as the legend concludes,
formed the lake now known as Koko Nor (Blue Lake). The next attempt to build the
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temple was successful and, as the king had married a Nepalese princess, it was
completed by Nepalese architects and builders.
Because of its importance, the Jokhang is effectively the religious and geographic
centre of Lhasa. In contrast to other Tibetan temples and shrines, it is used by people
from all the different sects of Buddhism and is not part of a monastery. The building
was enlarged many times between the seventh and seventeenth centuries. In 1959,
it was used as a temporary sanctuary for Tibetan fighters who thought that the
Chinese troops would not attack it. They were wrong; the Chinese shelled it and
rammed down the front gate with tanks. The fourth floor is believed to have been
cleaned out during the Cultural Revolution, during which time the building was called
Guesthouse Number 5 and used as temporary headquarters for the Red Guards. Pigs
were kept in the courtyard; in an orgy of destruction the scriptures were burned, and
the statues and frescoes were either destroyed or defaced.
Despite the temple’s chequered history and near destruction, it was partially
restored and now still stands in the area known as the Barkhor. On this particular
morning, there are many worshippers at the entrance, praying and prostrating
themselves on the ground. In common with other Communist regimes, the Chinese
authorities had tried to eradicate all religious practice, which they perceived as a
threat to their rule but, as in other countries, it had simply gone underground and
now had resurfaced here in Tibet.
I discreetly slip through the worshippers and enter the ancient building. Inside is a
large courtyard which is being restored; here and there are planks of bare wood and
various tools. At the entrance to the temple, I pay a young monk one yuan for a
ticket. I now plunge into a typically dark hall with three huge statues in the centre
and a host of dark side chapels around the walls. Many of the chapels have had their
frescoes defaced or removed, and many of the statues are replacements or fakes.
Despite this, I feel very privileged to be here, in such an important centre of Tibetan
Buddhism. The Tibetologist and historian Siegbert Hummel had studied this temple,
which he regarded as being the most interesting in the world. He realized that it was
conceived in the same manner as the fortified sanctuaries of the Middle East, and
compared it to the Temple of Jerusalem, which had its own legend of chaotic
primordial waters underground being exorcised by a sacred shrine above.
The dark hall is full of people (mostly Tibetans but also Chinese and Westerners),
who walk around the hall and into each chapel, in a clockwise direction. An elderly
American with a long beard and grey hair tied into a ponytail reverently places a
khata or ceremonial white scarf on each of the main statues. The Tibetans, on the
other hand, are far more casual and good humoured. Nearly all of them flash toothy
smiles as they worship the images. The hall is faintly illuminated by sunlight filtering
through the roof and by countless butter lamps that are continually being trimmed
and topped up by attendants.
I now hear bells being rung at the far end of the hall. I make my way over and find
a long, tightly-packed queue of people shuffling towards a tiny chapel, the Jowo
Rimpoche, in which is housed a golden image. This is a jewel-studded sitting statue
of the twelve-year-old Shakyamuni (the historical Buddha), presented to King
Srontsen Gampo by his second wife, Wen Cheng, who was Chinese. The oldest image
of the Buddha in the world, it had been damaged but by now has been restored. I do
not join the queue, but stand to one side, observing.
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Jokhang, Lhasa
I amble around the hall a couple of times and climb a staircase by the light of a
small torch that I have remembered to bring with me. Upstairs I find a gallery that
overlooks the hall and statues below, and which has more side chapels along its
walls. From here I find my way up another staircase, which brings me past a shrine
and to a half-open door, through which I can glimpse a room full of monks chanting
to the sound of drums and gongs. As the room is out of bounds, I can go no farther.
Indeed, I am surprised to have been able to see so much, for according to my guide
book, most of the temple is closed to tourists.
I make my way downstairs, look around again, and leave the main building. I turn
right, walk through a doorway, and amble around the outside of the temple, passing
hundreds of golden prayer wheels. On my way I encounter a couple of Chinese
soldiers and a lady with a baby in her arms. I finally arrive at the courtyard and leave.
I am delighted to have visited this remarkable building.
Outside I put on my jumper, for it has been warm in the Jokhang, and go off in
search of a toilet. I speak to a young man in the nearby Snowlands Hotel, who directs
me to the infamous foul toilets that are described in my guide book; readers are
advised to place a clothes-peg over their noses before entering and to leave as
quickly as possible when finished. I discover that they are not so bad at all – they are
no worse than what we have at the Banak Shöl. I wash my hands using the pump in
the yard and then head off for the CAAC office to buy my plane ticket. I arrive there
just before noon, only to be thrown out as it is about to be closed. I meet one of the
Canadian girls outside, who tells me that no tickets are being sold today as several
flights had not made it to Lhasa airport, presumably due to adverse weather
conditions. Her plans have been badly messed up as she was due to fly out this
morning.
I return to the old quarter with her in search of a restaurant. On the way, she
kindly gives me useful advice on how to get to the various monasteries nearby. We
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meet Daniel and adjourn to the Merry-Making Ding Room for an indifferent meal. I
write down several pieces of information that the Canadian girl gives us. Afterwards,
I spruce myself up in our hotel, and Daniel and I go out to see if we can hire bicycles
as we have decided to go to Sera monastery, some three kilometres north of Lhasa.
As we can find no bicycles, we walk in the midday heat to the junction just before
the post office and turn right. Once past a main junction and definitely on the road
to Sera, we stick our thumbs out in the hope of hitching a lift. If we are lucky, this will
be our first excursion out of the city.
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