6
SERA AND DREPUNG

Sera was one of the so-called ‘Three Pillars of the State’: one of three great
monastic universities around Lhasa. It was founded in 1419 by a disciple of Tsong
Khapa (the reformer and founder of the Gelugpa sect). The monks here were known
as dob-dob: fighting monks, who spent years perfecting the martial arts and were
known to smear their faces with soot in order to terrify their enemies. They even
challenged the Tibetan Army during a minor civil war in 1947. Many of the monks
renounced their vows in 1959 to take up arms against the Chinese. As Sera and all
the other monasteries in Tibet had served as schools and universities, the Chinese
were intent on destroying them in an effort to impose a secular education run along
Chinese lines, complete with Communist propaganda, on the hapless Tibetans.
Immense damage had been inflicted on Sera during the Cultural Revolution and the
ruins were removed from sight. At one time there had been over five thousand
monks in the monastery; now, in the mid 1980s, it is believed that there are
between fifty and one hundred, some of whom may be ordinary men (or police)
masquerading as monks.
Sera is also remembered as the abode of the Jesuit priest Father Ippolito Desideri,
who came to Lhasa in 1716, and who learned and mastered the language. He was
made welcome because of his great scholarship and willingness to study under
Tibetan teachers. The then regent asked him to prove the superiority of his religion
by public debate if he wished to teach. He was given a private room in Sera and
allowed to use another as a chapel for Christian worship. He was expected to
conform to the monastic rules and take part in daily debates. He prepared a lengthy
exposition of Christianity in Tibetan, which he presented to the Court, and made
several important translations of the Tibetan scriptures. He was finally recalled by
the Vatican because of rivalry with the Capuchins, who had been the first to
establish a mission in Lhasa, and who by this stage had returned to the city. However,
they were forced to leave shortly afterwards; by 1733 there were only seven
converts to Christianity.
This story provides an example of the willingness of the Tibetans to accept people
and religions from the outside world; other forces closed the country in more recent
times. Muslims had settled in Lhasa a long time ago and had been allowed to
practise their religion – I had noticed at least one Islamic restaurant in the old
quarter just a day or two previously.
Daniel and I are now leaving the city behind us as we walk northwards along the
road to Sera. We cover quite a distance before a minibus stops. The Tibetan driver
has three female passengers who, we assume, are on their way to the monastery.
The new Japanese minibus is positively luxurious inside. The three ladies, who are
beautifully dressed in local costume, are either very wealthy or working in some
official capacity. We are surprised when, after we have been dropped off at the
monastery, they continue their journey. We had offered money to the driver but he
had declined it.
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Before us now, set in a valley against craggy mountains, are the shining restored
buildings of Sera gompa. We are in an ugly industrial area, but as we approach the
monastery we leave this behind and find ourselves entering a tranquil oasis. Passing
some old Tibetan houses, we walk along a rough path to the entrance, where we buy
tickets. The three yuan that we pay is expensive by local standards. The locals at the
ticket office laugh and joke with us and the ladies comment on my beard, which is
obviously a novelty here. As they speak only Tibetan, I have no idea of what they are
saying. Any confusion is covered up with smiles and laughter. The more I come in
contact with these wonderful people, the more I like them. I sometimes curse myself
for not having tried to master a few words of their language.

Monks at Sera gompa
The approach to the main temples, past the monastic quarters, is along a shady
path lined with trees, which leads slightly uphill. The shade is very welcome as by
now it is very hot and dry. At an entrance to a courtyard near the top, three young
monks beckon us to step inside. We go in and sit down with them. Unsurprisingly,
the conversation begins with, ‘Hallo! Dalai Lama pictures’ – a common greeting and
request from monks and, occasionally, ordinary people. The monks, who grin and
laugh constantly, are very interested in us and our belongings, especially our
cameras. We take photographs of them and later one of them writes their address
for us in the Tibetan script.
We then saunter over to the front of a large monastic building adorned with a
long white canopy depicting of the Wheel of Law, flanked by two deer, which recalls
the Buddha’s first sermon in the deer park of Sarnath, and two Knots of Eternity. As
the building is closed, Daniel and I sit in the coolness of the entrance with a German
girl and chat to her for a while. It is wonderfully peaceful here – there are very few
people about. Later we emerge and, noticing paintings on the rocks above us, climb
up behind the building towards them. They are rather gaudy depictions of sages and
saints. From here we also see coloured prayer flags and mani stones. The paintings
and flags certainly create a great splash of colour.
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Monastic building, Sera
At this point I lose Daniel and walk to another smaller building higher up. This is
approached by a winding path. Here there are more people, including a few young
Westerners. In the distance I can hear drums and cymbals. Despite the presence of
the nearby ugly urban sprawl, this is how I had imagined Tibet: whitewashed
monastic buildings with golden rooftops shining in the sun, set against mountains
and a deep blue sky.

Sera gompa
I enter a small dukhang or assembly hall and walk around it in a clockwise
direction. Although there is little of interest to see, it is pleasant to be here. I ascend
a staircase and find myself in an open courtyard. There are some other rooms, but
there is not much to be seen in them. Again, I am happy just to savour the
atmosphere of the place, which is quite picturesque.
As I leave, I spy Daniel approaching me. Together we walk down some steps and
enter a walled enclosure, where we find a large crowd of young monks praying
before a mural. Others are walking around a small shrine. It is beautiful here and the
square is shaded by trees. We decide to sit down and see if anything will happen. We
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are not disappointed, for the monks form themselves into small groups of about four
sitting on the ground, and one standing. The standing monks then fire questions at
the others, one of whom has to answer. The questioners use dramatic gestures,
waving and slapping their hands. This ‘debating’, I remember, is a standard method
of testing the students; the questioners (also students) need to know the scriptures
thoroughly and the seated students need to have done their homework in order to
answer the random questions that are fired at them. The exercise is a noisy,
boisterous affair, interspersed with a great deal of horseplay. We are fascinated by
this and amused by the antics of several dogs in the yard. There seem to be dogs
everywhere here; in the yard they play with each other, growling half-heartedly, and
we see males mounting the bitches.

Novices, Sera gompa
While we watch, tourist groups appear; one is a group of Japanese people with
video cameras and another is French. As it is so hot, we are astonished to see one of
the Japanese men wearing an overcoat.
After a while we leave and amble around to the other side of the walled enclosure,
where we find another fine monastic building. Instead of walking around the main
hall first, we ascend the staircase to the upper courtyard, where a few young novices
pounce on us, asking us for pictures of the Dalai Lama. They wrestle with each other
and, when we attempt to photograph the building, they ask to try our cameras. They
are little devils, but good fun nonetheless. The extent of their English vocabulary
amounts to, ‘Hallo! Dalai Lama pictures! O.K. – bye bye!’
Downstairs we walk around the assembly hall, examining the statues and
elaborate murals. We then return to the first building that we had seen on arrival,
which now seems to be open. We follow some people and enter by a back door. We
go upstairs to a shrine and the upper courtyard, then come down to the front
entrance. I walk around the large dukhang and, attracted by the sound of a drum
and cymbals, enter a very dark gönkhang or protector chapel. Here I find Daniel
with his eyes half closed. A monk is seated at one corner chanting the scriptures,
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which are punctuated now and then by the cymbals. We stay put, listening for quite
some time. Here the walls are black, with wrathful Tantric deities and symbols
depicted in faint white outlines. I sense that there is something special about this
chapel.

Monastic buildings, Sera
After a while we leave and amble back towards the entrance, where we find a
group of Chinese people playing with the dogs that we had seen earlier. We wander
past some rundown buildings and stop when we see monks laying long carpets on
the ground, presumably for some special ceremony. I wonder if it is the one that I
had seen in Ladakh, in which various types of grain had been thrown into a fire. As
we are not allowed into the monastic building, we sit down to watch for a while.
When we finally leave the complex, we find ourselves admiring an extensive view
of the Kyichu valley, though the sprawling ugly suburbs of Lhasa spoil it. The Potala
Palace stands proud above the chaos.
Out on the road, we manage to get a lift on one of the so-called ‘walking tractors’:
a small tractor with handlebars pulling a metal cart, which we share with some
Tibetan women and children. One little girl keeps peeping at me and turning away
when I make funny faces at her. They are lovely children and are very well behaved.
We jolt along at a steady 10 miles (16 kilometres) per hour – no wonder they are
called ‘walking’ tractors. Nonetheless, it is a pleasant enough journey. Time had
ceased to exist this afternoon; again I realize that in order to savour everything to
the full when abroad, one needs to slow down and resist the temptation to fit in too
many things in one day.
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Back in Lhasa we stop at a junction near the Potala, where we get out and pay just
one yuan each for the journey. A brisk walk through the old quarter brings us back to
our hotel, where we relax over a bottle of beer. I go off to have a shower, but just as
I begin, the water stops flowing. As there is no sign of it coming back on, I am forced
to dry myself and dress. When I go outside, a French girl comes to see if there is any
water – she had just spoken to the man in charge, who had turned it off. It soon
begins to flow again and we are back in business.
When ready, Daniel and I join some of the others and walk to the Top of the
World Restaurant for a meal. There I find Lou, whom I had missed the previous
evening, and sit beside her. I am not too surprised to discover that she is in a poor
state of health. She had overdone things over the last couple of days, had been ill
during the night with altitude sickness, and now is suffering from a dreadful cold. She
realizes that she must take things easy for a while. She introduces me to a couple of
English girls who are sharing the dormitory with her: both of them had hitch-hiked all
around Tibet, starting from Dali in Yunnan province (southeast of Tibet). I
congratulate the girls on their stamina. One of them is wearing a beautiful green silk
Chinese suit. She explains that she had bought the material in the market, where it
had cost her very little, and a Tibetan tailor had made the outfit for her in just
twenty-four hours. She said that she can give me the tailor’s details if I can produce
pen and paper. I chat to another couple of English girls who are staying here for
some time and find them very interesting. Despite my hoarseness, they recognize my
accent as being Irish.
After a rather unusual meal of scrambled eggs, spinach and potatoes, we return
to the hotel and a little later I go to the girls’ room to get the tailor’s details. As none
of them are feeling particularly well, they are preparing for bed; Lou tells me that
she will be going to the hospital tomorrow. They wonder what can be done about
my laryngitis.
Back in my room I write my diary while the others chat and drink beer outside. All
of them retire to bed early this evening; this time it is I who stay up late, for it has
been a wonderful day and I am anxious to get all my impressions down on paper.
A dull, cloudy morning. It is raining outside and we are not much in the mood for
doing anything. I go out to buy some food and we have breakfast in the hotel.
Afterwards, I set off for the market, with my umbrella, in order to buy some presents,
but in the end I buy nothing. I find the din made by so many ghetto blasters playing
raucous music rather distracting.
On one side of the Jokhang I find a large crowd gathered in a marquee enjoying a
show of dancing and singing. Because of the crush of people standing on stools,
boxes, walls and even roofs, it is impossible to see what is going on. As I wriggle
about, desperately trying to catch a glimpse of the dancers, a Tibetan woman hauls
me up on to a block of wood balanced on a small barrel. She clings to my umbrella,
and I rest a hand on a baby tied to a mother’s back in front of me. At last I have a
clear view of the performance: Tibetan dancers, dressed in red, swirling around to
the music. It looks terrific, but I soon have to step down from my precarious vantage
point. After another attempt to find some place to stand, I give up and leave. I look
at some more stalls in the market and finally make my way back to the hotel.
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Feeling tired and hungry by now, I go into the Chinese restaurant next door,
where I order fried rice with chicken and egg, with some dumplings. As they have no
dumplings, I have to make do with the chicken and egg dish, which takes a long time
to prepare. Back in our room, I find Daniel lying on his bed; like me, he feels tired
and dispirited. We have planned to go to Drepung monastery today, but neither of
us has the energy or enthusiasm as the weather is still poor.
We rest for a while. When I wake up, I notice that the weather is improving. I
rouse Daniel and persuade him to make the journey to Drepung. By the time we
leave, the sun is beginning to shine and it is becoming hot. I have to put on my
sunglasses and the scruffy sun hat that I had bought in Ladakh. We walk westwards,
in the direction of the Potala and have not gone far when we encounter some
Chinese youths negotiating the price of a journey with a ‘walking tractor’ driver, who
wheels around and starts off in our direction. We hail him and hop on board. The
Chinese lads, who had come from India, recognize my style of sun hat! It turns out
that they are only going as far as the Lhasa Hotel, which means travelling along the
road that is being repaired. Because of the violent jolting along this particular stretch
of the journey, we have to stand up in the cart.
As we are about to get off at the hotel, Daniel asks the Chinese fellows if the
driver can take us to Drepung. At first he says no, but then says yes – for five yuan. It
is a little expensive, but we decide that it is worth it. Off we set at the leisurely speed
of 10 miles per hour, the noisy motor belching out its obnoxious fumes. In fact, it is
the ideal pace for viewing our surroundings, for the sunlight filters through the trees
and the wide Kyichu valley looks magnificent. On the way we pick up some more
passengers, including a one-eyed monk from Drepung.
When we stop at the magnificent, large monastery (at one time reckoned to be
the largest in the world), the monk acts as our guide and brings us up to the
buildings. Like Sera, this gompa had been founded by a disciple of Tsong Khapa,
though three years beforehand. In it, four colleges taught different aspects of
Buddhism; the current Dalai Lama’s brothers had studied here. It had controlled a
vast manorial estate and an enormous amount of money had been needed for its
upkeep. At one time it had some ten thousand monks, housed according to the
region from which they had come. Fifty to sixty monks had lived in a house divided
into tiny cells. There was a kitchen on every floor and there was plenty to eat,
though the monastery was well known for the worst butter tea in Tibet. The only
comfort was a simple bed. No private property was allowed and the rules were
strict: studies began at four in the morning and finished at nine in the evening. As
the monks went to bed at midnight, they only got four hours’ sleep. Now, in the
1980s, it is believed that only two or three hundred monks are here.
The climb uphill to the monastery along a rough path proves to be tough, and
soon I am panting and parched with thirst – it feels like trekking all over again. The
monk tells Daniel the names of all the buildings and, in dumb show, informs us about
the fighting and destruction of the monastery by the Chinese; as in Sera gompa, the
monks had renounced their vows in order to fight. Surprisingly, the monk does not
seem to be bitter. Daniel feels that he might have been one of the fighters.
The monk now leaves us and we enter the large complex. As I am quite out of
breath, I have to sit down for a while, rest and drink some water. After a while I am
able to climb up through some narrow alleyways, stopping to photograph the old
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buildings and the magnificent view from them. At last we reach a temple; although it
looks impressive on the outside, we discover that it is rather bare inside.

Monastic buildings, Drepung
After a brief shower of rain, we go up a flight of stone steps to another
magnificent building. From the roof there is a stunning view of the Kyichu valley.
Daniel emerges from inside the building just as a monk is closing the door, and
reports that it is rather disappointing. Together we sit on the roof for a long time,
enjoying the dramatic view of the mountains at the other side of the valley, and of
the buildings beneath and above us. Many of the roofs are adorned with gyaltsan,
gilded metal cylindrical victory banners, one of the eight symbols of Buddhism; each
cylinder would have been filled with prayer slips. As nearly all the monastic buildings
seem to be closed, we do not bother to move. A group of monks below are engaged
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in the lively business of debating and questioning students, in the same manner that
we had seen yesterday, but they soon leave. The whole place is now peaceful,
except for the distant sound of music coming from somewhere in the valley. This, we
think, could be a performance of Tibetan Opera at the Norbulingka.

View of Kyichu valley from Drepung
We do not move until about 5.30 p.m. We scramble down to the road, walk a
little along it, and have the good fortune to catch an old bus; apart from the driver,
there is only one man in it. We rattle along to Lhasa and when we are driving along
the street that is being repaired, a gang of schoolchildren flag down the bus and
scramble to get on board. There is pandemonium until they are all inside. They laugh
and giggle when they discover us, though two of them are delighted to sit beside us
and keep smiling. They are grimy but cheerful.
We are left at the post office, and from here we walk to our hotel; as I get slower
and slower, Daniel marches ahead of me. I eventually arrive at the hotel, exhausted.
I rest, wash and go to the Top of the World restaurant for a meal. I chat to a Parisian
lad and later to a Scots couple who had flown to Pakistan, had crossed the border to
Kashgar in Xinjiang province, travelled along the Silk Road to Dunhuang, and had
then dropped down to Golmud, from where they had travelled to Lhasa.
Back at the hotel I eat some yoghurt that I had bought in the restaurant and settle
down to writing my diary until midnight. Daniel and I are glad that we had made the
effort to go to Drepung; the fact that we had seen very little inside the monastic
buildings does not bother us at all. We hope that, in time, the interiors will gradually
be restored to something approaching their former glory.
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