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8	
SAMYE	AND	DEPARTURE	

	
	
	

	
	
I	am	up	at	half	six	to	leave	Lhasa	and	catch	the	bus	to	Samye.	Because	of	this,	I	

almost	feel	that	the	holiday	is	over	and	that	I	am	about	to	go	home.	I	make	myself	
ready	in	the	darkness	and	join	the	French	and	Dutch	couples,	who	are	on	their	way	
to	the	bus	station.	We	set	off	at	seven,	walking	almost	in	silence	along	the	deserted	
streets.	We	come	across	some	buses	but,	as	they	are	not	ours,	we	continue	to	the	
next	corner	as	instructed.	Here	we	hang	around	for	half	an	hour	with	other	people.	
The	locals	have	set	up	stalls	and	are	selling	bread,	biscuits,	fruit,	drinks,	and	so	forth.		

Buses	finally	begin	to	appear	at	around	eight	o’clock	and	the	usual	confusion	
ensues.	When	I	have	located	the	bus	for	Samye,	I	collect	my	luggage	and	have	my	
backpack	put	on	the	roof.	Fortunately	the	bus	is	not	crowded.	The	Dutch	couple	sit	
in	front	of	me;	by	now	the	French	are	on	the	bus	bound	for	Shigatse.		

After	a	short	delay,	during	which	people	sort	themselves	out	and	our	tickets	are	
checked,	we	set	off	at	8.30.	Here,	it	seems	that	if	a	bus	is	scheduled	to	leave	at	eight,	
it	means	that	the	bus	will	(or	perhaps	may)	appear	at	that	time.	Dawn	is	breaking	as	
we	drive	away.	However,	we	do	not	go	very	far,	for	we	stop	for	a	while	at	a	bus	
depot	somewhere	west	of	the	city.	At	last	we	get	going	and	the	journey	proper	starts.	
Because	of	the	motion	of	the	bus	and	my	lack	of	sleep,	I	begin	to	doze.	

We	drive	southwards,	skirting	the	Kyichu	river	and	cross	the	mighty	Yarlung	
Tsangpo	(the	Brahmaputra)	just	before	the	confluence	of	the	two	rivers.	By	now	the	
sun	is	shining	brightly	and	we	are	surrounded	by	wonderfully	wild	and	rural	scenery.	
I	wonder	why	I	have	chosen	to	spend	so	much	time	in	noisy	Lhasa.	Surely	this	is	the	
real	Tibet:	a	land	of	wide	open	spaces,	deep	blue	skies,	puffy	white	clouds,	rugged	
mountains,	rivers,	lakes	and	fields.	The	early	morning	sun	reveals	all	the	creases	and	
folds	of	the	nearby	mountains	–	the	valley	is	supremely	beautiful.	We	now	travel	
eastwards,	following	the	Yarlung	Tsangpo:	a	wide,	though	not	particularly	deep,	
brown	river	flowing	serenely	on	our	left.	

We	now	pass	fields	in	which	farmers	are	busy	harvesting,	rough	Tibetan	houses,	
small	villages,	groves	and,	here	and	there,	a	ruined	gompa.	We	drive	past	the	tiny	
airport,	to	which	I	will	be	heading	tomorrow.	Upset	at	the	thoughts	at	having	to	
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leave,	I	feel	that	I	have	settled	into	the	pace	of	life	here	and	am	now	longing	to	see	
more	of	this	very	beautiful	yet	troubled	land.	

Once	again	I	become	drowsy	and	begin	to	fall	asleep.	Although	we	make	good	
progress,	it	is	another	two	hours	before	we	finally	come	to	a	halt	at	the	water’s	edge.	
This	is	the	ferry	port	for	Samye,	which	is	situated	just	north	of	the	river.	A	group	of	
Westerners	and	a	few	Tibetans	tumble	out	of	the	bus	and	we	make	our	way	to	a	long	
wooden	boat	with	an	engine	at	the	back.	It	makes	a	familiar	noise	and	its	stench	of	
diesel	is	also	familiar	–	I	recognize	it	as	the	same	type	of	engine	used	in	the	infamous	
‘walking	tractors’.	

	

 
	

The	Yarlung	Tsangpo	river	
	
Soon	we	are	chugging	our	way	across	the	wide,	sluggish	river.	The	view	of	the	

mountains	on	either	side,	and	the	sky	and	the	clouds	above	me,	is	stunning.	I	have	
been	somewhat	surprised	to	read	in	my	guide	book	that	the	crossing	will	take	an	
hour,	but	it	certainly	does.	We	swing	in	a	wide	arc	to	reach	the	other	side,	no	doubt	
counteracting	the	flow	of	the	water.	As	I	am	in	no	hurry,	I	find	the	journey	both	
thrilling	and	relaxing.	

Amazingly,	when	we	finally	reach	the	other	side,	a	truck	is	waiting	for	us.	This	
seems	to	be	an	extraordinary	display	of	co-ordination	in	a	land	where	obtaining	and	
organizing	transport	appears	to	be	so	complicated.	We	climb	aboard	and	go	
bumping	along	a	sandy	track	in	the	direction	of	Samye.	The	scenery	here	is	
astonishing:	a	combination	of	bare	mountains,	greenery	and,	near	the	river,	desert-
like	sand	dunes.	We	stop	to	let	a	girl	with	a	backpack	on	board.	She	and	I	cling	to	a	
metal	bar,	bumping	and	swaying	against	each	other	as	the	truck	jolts	and	swerves	on	
the	rough	track.	She	is	French,	is	knowledgeable	about	Tibet	and	its	history	and,	as	I	
discover	later	when	there	is	a	heated	discussion	about	the	fare,	speaks	Tibetan	
fluently.	She	tells	me	that	she	has	learned	it	mostly	in	France.	She	proves	to	be	a	
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very	helpful	young	lady	and	is	able	to	relay	information	about	when	I	will	be	able	to	
leave	the	following	day.	

The	truck	drops	us	off	at	the	site	of	the	monastery	–	or	to	be	more	accurate,	what	
little	is	left	of	it.	I	am	shocked	when	I	see	the	state	that	it	is	in;	I	have	not	realized	
that	it	had	been	almost	razed	to	the	ground	during	the	Cultural	Revolution	and	that	
reconstruction	had	begun	only	two	years	ago.	This	wanton	destruction	was	an	
appalling	act	of	vandalism,	considering	that	this	was	Tibet’s	oldest	and	most	
important	monastery,	which	was	founded	by	the	great	Padmasambhava	and	built	
between	A.D.	763	and	775.	The	whole	monastic	complex	had	been	planned	as	a	
representation	of	the	universe	as	imagined	by	Tibetan	Buddhists:	the	main	temple	
(now	partially	encased	in	scaffolding)	represented	Mount	Rirab	(the	centre	of	the	
cosmos);	four	pagodas	–	black,	green,	red	and	white	–	represented	the	four	worlds;	
smaller	temples	represented	the	islands	between	the	worlds;	and	two	temples,	
north	and	south,	represented	the	moon	and	sun	respectively.	The	main	temple	
(which	we	can	see)	dedicated	to	Chenrezig,	has	three	storeys	of	different	
architectural	styles:	Indian,	Chinese	and	Tibetan.	There	are	remains	of	more	temples	
in	the	area;	it	is	said	that	at	one	time	there	were	one	hundred	and	eight.	What	we	
now	see	before	us	is	a	chaotic	collection	of	ruined	temples,	outbuildings	and	a	sea	of	
mud.	

	

 
	

Samye	gompa	
	
A	group	of	us	pick	our	way	through	the	mud	in	an	effort	to	find	the	one	and	only	

place	where	we	can	stay	the	night.	After	we	have	received	vague	directions	from	
several	people,	we	finally	find	a	courtyard	bordered	on	two	sides	by	low	buildings	
containing	dormitories.	We	have	read	and	have	been	warned	about	the	woman	in	
charge,	who	we	now	find	scowling	at	us.	Somebody	asks	her	about	accommodation;	
after	she	has	sized	us	up	she	reluctantly	opens	a	door.	Because	I	am	the	odd	one	out,	
I	am	put	into	a	separate	room.	I	think	that	I	will	have	this	to	myself,	but	it	turns	out	
that	others	have	already	taken	the	remaining	beds.	The	place	is	a	filthy	dump,	but	
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for	a	mere	three	yuan	we	cannot	complain.	I	make	a	point	of	being	very	polite	to	the	
woman	and	speak	to	her	in	my	best	Chinese;	I	even	manage	to	make	her	smile.	I	ask	
her	for	some	boiled	water	and	she	explains	that	it	will	be	available	later.	

Satisfied,	I	put	my	things	together	and	join	the	Dutch	couple	for	a	meal.	We	walk	
around	the	corner	and	find	a	tiny,	dark	eatery	run	by	a	pleasant	Chinese	lady.	
Although	our	surroundings	are	very	dingy,	the	food	is	excellent.	Two	German	girls	
join	us	and	we	sit	together	for	a	long	time,	eating	and	talking.	For	such	a	large	meal	
and	such	good	food,	the	price	is	ridiculously	cheap.	

After	this	late	lunch,	I	join	the	German	girls	and	a	fellow	who	has	cycled	here	all	
the	way	from	Gyantse,	and	together	we	go	for	a	look	around	the	reconstructed	main	
temple.	A	monk	opens	the	door	to	the	main	hall	on	the	ground	floor	and	brings	us	on	
a	tour	of	its	dark	interior.	He	insists	that	we	participate	in	a	couple	of	rituals,	such	as	
chewing	some	grain	before	one	of	the	statues,	rinsing	our	mouths	afterwards,	then	
splashing	our	heads	with	water.	A	lady	brings	us	upstairs	and	shows	us	the	rest	of	
the	building.	They	are	certainly	making	a	good	job	of	restoring	the	temple.	On	the	
top	floor,	a	workman	brings	us	on	an	impromptu	tour	around	the	passageway	
between	the	inner	temple	and	the	outer	walls,	and	tells	us	about	the	murals.	
Surprisingly	these	are	in	excellent	condition,	despite	not	having	been	restored.	We	
are	quite	astonished	by	the	intricate	details.	

We	then	make	our	way	back	down	to	the	entrance	and	return	to	the	little	
restaurant,	where	we	drink	tea	and	eat	biscuits.	The	Dutch	couple	join	us	later.	We	
then	break	up	and	I	walk	with	the	Dutch	couple	around	the	fields	behind	the	
monastery.	I	take	several	photographs	of	the	idyllic	surroundings	suffused	with	soft	
evening	light;	in	the	distance,	ominously	dark	clouds	can	be	seen	gathering	over	the	
mountains.	The	calmness	and	the	beauty	of	this	spot	and	the	sadness	that	I	feel	at	
the	thought	of	having	to	leave	it	makes	such	a	powerful	impression	on	me	that	
whenever	I	think	of	Tibet,	this	enchanting	scene	comes	to	mind.	

	

 
	

Fields	near	Samye	
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We	find	people	working	in	one	of	the	fields,	and	a	group	of	children	run	to	greet	

us.	They	give	us	peas	and	present	the	Dutch	girl	with	a	posy	of	flowers.	We	sit	down	
to	play	with	them,	photograph	them	and	let	them	look	through	our	cameras.	The	
little	boys,	who	can	be	no	older	than	six,	soon	become	quite	mischievous	and,	when	
the	Dutch	girl	stands	up,	try	to	look	up	her	skirt.	When	she	wraps	her	skirt	tightly	
around	her	legs	to	protect	her	modesty,	they	then	begin	to	tug	at	it.	Astonished	by	
their	behaviour,	she	moves	away	quickly.	

	

    
 

																																																		Fields	and	a	child	near	Samye	
	

 
	
	
We	then	walk	in	the	opposite	direction,	past	farm	buildings	and	threshing	yards,	

where	crude	rustic	buildings	stand	out	against	a	backdrop	of	dark,	dramatic	
mountains.	The	local	people	smile	as	they	pass.	We	finally	find	ourselves	in	a	large	
construction	site;	in	the	middle	is	a	temple.	The	interior	is	full	of	wood	and	the	
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murals	are	in	bad	shape.	Here	we	find	a	fine	scaled-down	model	of	the	main	temple	
and	an	old	photograph	showing	what	it	had	been	like.	Outside	again,	we	watch	men	
sawing	huge	beams	of	timber	and	carving	the	ends	in	traditional	patterns.	The	
craftsmanship	is	of	a	high	order	despite	the	rough-and-ready	equipment.	

	

 
	

Workmen,	Samye	
	
Having	observed	this	for	a	while,	we	return	to	our	comfortless	accommodation,	

and	I	attempt	to	write	my	diary	outside.	When	it	begins	to	rain	I	retreat	to	my	
dormitory,	where	I	chat	to	a	couple	of	English	lads.	Later	we	go	to	the	better	of	the	
two	available	restaurants	for	our	evening	meal.	This,	like	the	place	where	we	had	
eaten	our	lunch,	is	very	dark	(there	is	only	one	oil	lamp),	but	once	again	the	food	is	
very	tasty.	The	Dutch	couple	join	us;	also	present	is	an	Australian	girl,	an	English	girl	
and	another	couple.	

We	pay,	leave	and	find	our	way	back	to	our	dormitories	by	the	light	of	torches.	
Although	there	seems	to	be	no	electricity	here,	we	are	puzzled	to	hear	a	generator	
throbbing	nearby.	The	reason	for	this	soon	becomes	apparent,	for	when	we	
approach	the	square	in	which	our	accommodation	is	situated,	we	find	a	large	crowd	
of	people	watching	an	open-air	film.	A	Chinese	movie,	it	looks	dreadful	and	the	
sound	is	quite	out	of	sync	with	the	pictures.	I	do	not	stay	to	watch	it	but	walk	to	the	
dormitory	and	prepare	for	bed.	It	has	been	a	wonderful	day	and,	as	I	have	fallen	in	
love	with	the	locality,	I	am	sorry	that	I	will	have	to	leave	it	tomorrow	morning	and	
make	my	way	to	the	airport.	

	
After	an	uncomfortable	night	of	coughing	and	spluttering,	I	am	roused	by	one	of	

the	English	lads,	who	tells	me	that	it	is	after	eight	o’clock	and	that	he	has	heard	the	
sound	of	a	truck	outside.	I	jump	out	of	bed,	throw	everything	together	and	run	out	
to	the	waiting	vehicle.	One	Westerner	and	several	Tibetans	are	already	on	board.	We	
are	supposed	to	leave	at	half	eight,	but	it	is	nearly	nine	by	the	time	we	finally	leave.	
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Off	we	bounce	along	the	familiar	uneven	track;	at	one	point	we	stop	and	a	load	of	
timber	is	hauled	up	into	the	truck.	I	move	up	beside	the	lone	Westerner	and	chat	to	
him.	From	the	front	of	the	vehicle	we	have	an	excellent	view	of	the	almost	surreal	
scenery,	now	bathed	in	early	morning	sunlight.	We	have	to	duck	when	we	pass	
under	low	trees.	

We	soon	reach	the	ferry	and	clamber	aboard.	The	journey	across	the	river	is	not	
as	dramatic	as	it	was	the	previous	day,	for	by	now	the	sun	has	disappeared	behind	a	
bank	of	clouds.	We	complete	the	journey	in	about	half	the	time	and	land	safely	at	
the	other	side.		

I	now	have	to	find	transport	to	the	airport.	There	is	supposed	to	be	a	bus,	but	it	is	
thought	that	we	have	missed	it.	However,	one	does	appear	shortly	afterwards,	but	
does	not	take	us.	Another	one	arrives,	and	as	it	is	going	to	Lhasa,	we	board	it.	I	sit	
beside	a	silent	Japanese	fellow	who	had	slept	in	the	dormitory.	This	bus	is	extremely	
old	and	it	is	filthy,	no	doubt	from	the	dust	that	blows	in	through	the	windows.	Soon	
everything,	including	myself,	is	covered	in	a	thick	layer	of	it.	Despite	all	the	banging	
and	jolting,	I	begin	to	fall	asleep	again.	

As	I	have	anticipated,	the	tedious	journey	to	the	airport	lasts	about	two	hours.	I	
am	dropped	off	on	a	country	road,	from	which	there	is	a	pathway	leading	to	the	
runway	and	the	airport	buildings.	I	gather	up	my	belongings,	pay	ten	yuan	and	hop	
off.	By	now	it	is	one	o’clock	–	far	too	early.	As	the	bus	roars	off,	I	shake	off	some	of	
the	dust	and	find	my	way	to	a	sunny	spot	overlooking	the	wonderful	valley	and	
mountains.	Before	me	is	a	small	lake	surrounded	by	reeds.	Apart	from	an	occasional	
vehicle	passing	on	the	road,	the	place	is	quiet	and	peaceful.	If	this	is	to	be	my	last	
glimpse	of	Tibet,	it	is	nothing	short	of	perfection.	Insects	dart	here	and	there	above	
the	water,	and	different	coloured	butterflies	dance	around	the	nearby	flowers.	

	

  
	

Near	Gonggar	Airport	
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After	I	have	washed	a	little	in	the	water,	I	eat	a	simple	lunch	of	leftover	bread	and	
cake.	I	then	relax	and	pass	the	time	by	writing	my	diary.	In	the	meantime,	a	plane	
lands	and	disgorges	its	passengers.	More	people	board	and	it	takes	off	with	a	roar	
that	shatters	the	silence.	It	is	four	o’clock	by	the	time	I	decide	to	make	a	move.	I	pick	
my	way	across	the	fields,	cross	the	runway	(no	heavy	security	here!)	and,	after	a	
little	bit	of	confusion,	find	my	way	to	the	horribly	impersonal	Chinese	hotel,	where	I	
will	have	to	spend	the	night.	

I	check	in	and	am	shown	to	a	featureless	room	with	three	beds	and	a	carpet	that	
has	not	been	swept.	There	is	no	electricity,	the	toilet	gurgles	all	the	time	and	I	can	
find	no	loo	paper.	It	is	hard	to	believe	that	this	is	an	airport	hotel	that	caters	for	
foreign	visitors.	Hot	water	is	delivered	a	little	later	in	a	couple	of	thermos	flasks.	

After	I	have	relaxed	over	a	cup	of	tea	and	brushed	mud	and	dust	off	my	clothes,	I	
go	out	for	a	stroll,	leaving	the	impersonal	hotel	behind	and	returning	to	the	
welcoming	Tibetan	countryside.	Local	farmers	threshing	wheat	in	the	fields	wave	
and	grin	at	me.	

I	make	my	way	to	the	main	road,	walk	along	it	in	the	fierce	heat	of	the	early	
evening	sun	and	return	by	a	more	rustic	and	interesting	path.	As	I	had	locked	the	
door	of	my	room	and	do	not	have	a	key,	I	have	to	wait	a	long	time	at	reception	for	
help.	The	hotel	finally	comes	to	life	at	seven	o’clock,	when	a	bus	from	Lhasa	arrives	
with	guests.	After	much	confusion	and	waiting,	I	finally	manage	to	order	a	meal	in	
the	restaurant,	which	I	eat	with	a	Chinese	teacher	from	Shanghai.	Although	he	tells	
me	that	he	teaches	English,	his	command	of	the	language	is	by	no	means	perfect.	
However,	as	he	is	polite	and	helpful,	his	company	is	pleasant.	Hungry	by	now,	I	eat	a	
good	meal,	and	afterwards	return	to	my	room,	where	I	find	a	couple	of	lads	from	
Hong	Kong	who	will	be	sleeping	in	the	other	two	beds.	I	chat	to	them	for	a	while,	
write	more	of	my	diary	and	finally	retire	to	bed.	

	
After	another	night	of	coughing,	I	rise	early,	wash	in	cold	water	and	make	my	way	

to	the	bleak	dining	room,	where	I	eat	a	tasteless	breakfast	consisting	of	two	greasy	
buns	and	some	unidentifiable	milky	substance	served	in	a	bowl.	A	half	hour	later,	the	
Hong	Kong	lads	and	I	make	our	way	in	heavy	rain	to	the	terminal	building,	where	we	
queue	to	check	in.	Everybody	is	wet	and	sleepy.	The	oddest	thing	in	this	featureless	
modern	Chinese	airport	in	the	middle	of	Tibet	is	the	Western	classical	music	that	is	
being	played	over	the	loudspeakers.	All	of	a	sudden	I	find	myself	listening	to	the	slow	
movement	of	Tchaikovsky’s	String	Quartet	No.	1,	which	is	said	to	have	brought	tears	
to	the	eyes	of	Leo	Tolstoy.	At	home,	in	Ireland,	a	section	of	its	haunting	melody	is	
used	as	a	theme	tune	for	an	evening	television	programme	devoted	to	religious	
reflection.	Here	it	sounds	completely	out	of	place.	

After	a	long	delay,	I	check	in	but	for	some	strange	reason	I	am	told	to	hold	on	to	
my	luggage.	I	then	go	through	the	security	check	and	sit	in	a	dreary	waiting	room	
and	drink	free	tea	until	we	are	called	to	three	airport	buses	that	are	parked	outside.	
We	are	driven	through	the	pouring	rain	to	the	runway,	where	there	is	no	aircraft	in	
sight.	However,	a	plane	lands	a	few	minutes	later.	Because	the	people	disembarking	
need	to	use	our	buses	to	go	to	the	airport	building,	we	have	to	run	out	and	shelter	
under	the	wings	of	the	plane	until	we	are	finally	allowed	on	board.	Inside,	I	manage	
to	put	my	luggage	at	the	back	and	sit	down	between	a	Chinese	lady	and	a	young,	
attractive	French	girl	with	whom	I	converse	for	the	duration	of	the	journey.	
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Soon	the	engines	roar	into	life	and	off	we	go,	climbing	up	into	the	dark	clouds	and	
heading	eastwards	towards	Chengdu,	the	capital	of	Sichuan	province.	My	holiday	in	
Tibet	has	come	to	an	abrupt	end.	Soon	I	am	in	the	sunless,	though	hot	and	humid	
city	of	Chengdu,	and	any	anger	I	feel	towards	the	Chinese	for	having	wreaked	so	
much	havoc	in	Tibet	evaporates	when	I	fall	in	with	a	group	of	delightful	young	
students	who	want	to	speak	English	with	me.	I	quickly	realize	that	my	anger	should	
have	been	directed	at	the	Chinese	government	and,	in	particular,	the	government	
and	Red	Guards	under	the	ruthless	leadership	of	Chairman	Mao.	
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POSTSCRIPT	
	
	
	
My	short	stay	in	Tibet	ended	at	the	beginning	of	September,	1987.	When	I	

returned	home,	I	was	dismayed	to	see	television	reports	of	riots	that	had	broken	out	
in	Lhasa	in	early	October,	which	featured	shots	of	monks	being	beaten	by	Chinese	
soldiers.	Immediately	after	this,	the	lid	that	had	been	cautiously	lifted	was	pushed	
firmly	back	in	place	and	the	borders	were	sealed.	From	this	point	onwards,	no	
unaccompanied	Western	tourists	were	allowed	into	Tibet	–	they	were,	and	still	are,	
obliged	to	join	organized	groups	led	by	Chinese	guides.	In	fact,	this	had	been	the	rule	
when	Heinrich	Harrer	had	returned	to	Lhasa	in	1982.	I	now	consider	myself	very	
lucky	to	have	availed	of	the	relative	freedom	of	those	few	years,	and	regret	that	I	did	
not	spend	more	time	in	Tibet.	Obviously	all	had	not	been	as	it	had	seemed;	while	I	
had	been	enjoying	the	few	temples	and	monasteries	that	had	been	cunningly	
restored	for	tourists	like	me	to	admire	and	photograph,	and	believing	that	the	
smiling,	good-humoured	Tibetans	were	experiencing	a	certain	amount	of	freedom,	
discontent	must	have	been	smouldering	beneath	the	surface.	The	1987	riots	had	
begun	with	a	peaceful	demonstration	by	the	monks	from	Drepung,	who	had	walked	
around	the	Jokhang	shouting	their	support	for	the	Dalai	Lama,	speaking	out	for	
human	rights	and	calling	for	Tibetan	independence.	When	they	tried	to	demonstrate	
on	the	following	day,	they	were	beaten	with	alarming	brutality	by	the	Chinese	police	
and	thrown	into	jail	for	five	months.	The	scene	was	observed	and	filmed	by	Western	
tourists.	More	demonstrations	followed	and	the	Chinese	fired	on	the	monks.	
Unsurprisingly,	differing	details	emerged	of	what	exactly	had	happened	and	how	
many	people	had	been	killed	and	wounded,	depending	on	whether	the	information	
came	from	Chinese,	Tibetan,	or	foreign	sources.	

In	the	following	year	(1988),	the	intrepid	television	producer	and	director	Vanya	
Kewley	managed	to	enter	Tibet	and,	with	the	help	of	five	Tibetans,	risked	travelling	
over	four	thousand	miles	into	closed	areas,	without	permission,	clandestinely	filming	
what	she	saw	for	Channel	4.	She	interviewed	many	people,	investigated	reports	of	
nuclear	dumping	and	a	nuclear	base,	and	witnessed	the	massive	deforestation	of	the	
south-eastern	region	bordering	the	Chinese	province	of	Sichuan.	Her	written	account,	
Tibet:	Behind	the	Ice	Curtain	makes	for	highly	dramatic	and	disturbing	reading.	
Having	read	this	book	for	myself	in	1990,	I	realized	that	I	had	only	scratched	the	
surface	during	my	short	stay.	It	seemed	that	my	fellow	travellers	and	I	had	been	
effectively	duped;	most	of	what	we	had	seen	and	experienced	had	been	dzüma	–	the	
Tibetan	word	for	deception.	The	temples	and	monasteries	that	we	had	visited,	in	and	
around	Lhasa,	were	just	some	of	the	thirteen	that	had	been	restored;	it	is	believed	
that	more	than	six	thousand	had	been	destroyed.	Had	we	explored	Sera	and	
Drepung	more	thoroughly,	we	would	have	found	many	of	the	buildings	bricked	up	
and	empty.	Sera	had	once	been	a	garrison	for	Chinese	soldiers	and	some	of	the	
buildings	had	been	converted	into	prisons,	into	which	the	hapless	Tibetans	had	been	
thrown.	The	well-dressed	people	who	had	been	picnicking	in	the	Norbulingka	were	
probably	those	who	sided	with	the	Chinese	and	worked	for	them	–	the	
‘collaborators’.	Any	Tibetans	who	had	dared	to	defy	the	Chinese	had	been	brutally	
beaten,	thrown	into	the	many	jails	dotted	around	Lhasa	and	the	country	in	general	
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and,	in	many	cases,	executed.	Those	who	survived	lived	in	hovels,	most	of	them	
deprived	of	their	jobs,	which	had	been	taken	from	them	by	the	Chinese.	Many	
children	had	been	removed	from	their	homes	and	sent	to	China	to	be	educated.	
Women	were	forced	to	have	abortions	and	were	sterilized	so	that	they	could	not	
produce	more	children.	It	goes	without	saying	that	the	Chinese	in	Tibet	now	greatly	
outnumber	the	Tibetans.	

The	reason	for	the	short-lived	‘thaw’	that	existed	during	my	stay	in	1987	was	the	
introduction	of	a	liberal	policy	by	the	Chinese	in	the	early	1980s.	According	to	the	
Dalai	Lama’s	Director	of	Information,	Thubten	Samphel	(interviewed	by	the	BBC	in	
January	2012),	collectivisation	was	dismantled	and	there	were	plans	to	withdraw	
eighty-five	per	cent	of	the	Chinese	cadres	working	in	the	Tibet	Autonomous	Region.	
This	policy	was	aimed	at	letting	the	Tibetans	govern	themselves.	However,	following	
the	demonstrations,	riots,	arrests,	beatings	and	shootings	in	1987–9	and	the	
subsequent	imposition	of	martial	law	in	Lhasa,	all	these	liberal	measures	were	
withdrawn	in	1994	and	a	new	policy	dubbed	‘grasping	with	both	hands’	was	
implemented.	This	policy,	Samphel	explained,	continued	Tibet’s	economic	
development	while	reimposing	political	repression	targeted	at	undermining	Tibetan	
culture	and	Tibetan	Buddhism.	Because	of	this,	there	were	widespread	protests	by	
the	Tibetans	in	2008,	which	once	again	erupted	into	riots.	More	recently,	individual	
Tibetans	have	used	self-immolation	as	a	means	of	protest	against	the	Chinese	
occupation	of	their	country.	Most	monasteries	now	have	a	police	station	or	an	army	
post	on	site,	and	the	numbers	of	resident	monks	(and	nuns)	are	strictly	controlled.	
‘Patriotic	education’	teams	pay	frequent	visits	and	there	are	frequent	campaigns	to	
denounce	the	Dalai	Lama,	images	of	whom	are	now	illegal	in	Tibet	–	photographs	of	
the	previous	incarnation	are	now	displayed	in	their	stead.	

Many	people	worldwide,	especially	Tibetans	living	in	exile,	must	have	despaired	
at	how	the	Chinese	authorities	systematically	endeavoured	to	eradicate	Tibetan	
culture	and	religion,	dragging	the	country	into	the	modern	world,	yet	must	have	
rejoiced	at	how	the	Tibetans	have	managed	to	cling	to	their	faith	despite	all	the	odds.	
Tibetans	in	China	still	acknowledge	the	Dalai	Lama	as	their	leader,	enthusiastically	
welcome	visiting	delegations	from	the	Tibetan	government	in	exile	(despite	
prohibitions	by	the	Chinese),	and	brave	pilgrims	still	prostrate	themselves	on	the	
ground	at	the	entrance	of	the	Jokhang	in	Lhasa.	However,	the	areas	around	the	
Barkhor	and	the	Potala	have	been	modernized	and	have	grown	in	size;	the	streets	
look	like	typical	Chinese	streets,	complete	with	soulless	buildings	and	gaudy	neon	
signs.	There	is	now	a	red	light	district	offering	the	services	of	either	Chinese	or	
Tibetan	prostitutes.	The	Banak	Shöl	hotel	still	exists,	but	now	is	used	by	Chinese	
backpackers.	In	2002	an	ugly	thirty-seven	metre	high	Monument	to	the	Peaceful	
Liberation	of	Tibet	was	unveiled	in	Potala	Square;	interestingly,	no	Tibetans	were	
invited	to	the	ceremony.	Lhasa	now	boasts	a	modern	museum	and	a	large	railway	
station	for	the	new	bullet	train,	which	brings	thousands	of	Chinese	and	groups	of	
foreign	tourists	to	the	capital.	Despite	these	dubious	improvements,	this	is	not	the	
Lhasa	that	I	visited	and	came	to	love,	and	it	is	not	the	Lhasa	that	I	would	ever	wish	to	
see.	

The	Chinese	government	has	recently	been	pouring	large	amounts	of	money	into	
Tibet,	resettling	more	than	a	million	Tibetans	in	new	housing	and	creating	a	
domestic	tourist	boom.	While	the	Tibetans	complain	of	their	lack	of	control	over	
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their	own	communities	and	religion,	the	Chinese	remind	them	that	they	have	
introduced	education,	health	aid	and	infrastructure,	and	have	spent	millions	
renovating	monasteries.	However,	the	Tibetans	maintain	that	their	country’s	
businesses	are	run	by	Chinese	immigrants,	and	that	monasteries	remain	under	tight	
political	control	and	exist	mainly	for	tourism.	Schemes	such	as	hydroelectric	dams	
and	urban	expansion	are	now	rapidly	destroying	the	once-pristine	environment.	
Over	the	last	few	years,	hundreds	of	thousands	of	nomads	have	been	resettled	into	
modern	housing	communities,	bringing	an	end	to	a	traditional	way	of	life.	

	
My	three	journeys	of	discovery	in	and	around	the	Himalayas	were	inspired	by	a	

long-cherished	dream	to	visit	these	regions,	in	all	of	which	Tibetan	Buddhism	is	the	
predominant	religion.	As	well	as	the	thrill	of	having	seen	such	wild	mountain	scenery	
and	having	savoured	the	powerful	silence	of	the	wide	open	spaces,	the	experience	of	
encountering	such	tough,	resilient	and	cheerful	people	has	made	a	lasting	
impression	on	me.	One	wonders	how	the	technology	and	conveniences	of	the	
modern	world	will	affect	them.	The	Chinese	have	tried	to	turn	the	Tibetan	people	
away	from	their	religion,	but	it	would	seem	that	they	have	failed.	Although	the	
people	of	Bhutan	and	Ladakh	have	remained	faithful	to	their	religion,	one	wonders	if	
younger	generations,	lured	by	Western	culture,	technology	and	science	will	
eventually	abandon	their	unique	religion	as	so	many	of	us	Westerners	have	done.	If	
there	is	no	successor	to	the	current	Dalai	Lama,	one	wonders	if	this	may	have	a	
detrimental	effect	on	Tibetan	Buddhism	and	its	followers.	

Of	the	three	regions	that	I	visited	during	the	1980s,	the	one	with	the	most	vitality	
–	and	the	one	that	I	enjoyed	the	most	–	was	Ladakh.	Although	I	did	see	worrying	
instances	of	locals	being	treated	roughly	by	the	Kashmiri	police,	I	found	the	people	
and	the	region	absolutely	enchanting.	I	believe	that	I	visited	it	at	just	the	right	time,	
soon	after	it	had	first	been	opened	to	tourism	and	before	it	became	too	
commercialized.	Recently	newspaper	articles	have	been	written	by	people	who	have	
visited	the	region	and,	having	read	them,	I	have	come	to	the	conclusion	that	I	would	
hesitate	to	go	there	now.	I	hope	that,	despite	my	inadequate	knowledge	of	these	
fascinating	lands	on	the	roof	of	the	world,	this	account	has	managed	to	capture	the	
excitement	that	I	experienced	when	I	visited	these	exotic	lands	at	a	particular	
moment	in	time	that	may	never	be	matched	again.		
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