
I was introduced into the old wisdom of Tibet through the books of Lobsang Rampa, and 
when I came across this, I thought it also contented some esoteric thought-food, but this book 
is mainly about the invasion of Tibet in the 50s, and how some of them- tried to get away 
from the invading Chinese. 

RØ. 
There may be many scanning mistakes in this text further on - use own discernment! 
And many illustrations inserted here which was not in the old book! 
Continue from the book, here then part 2. 

BORN IN TIBET.   
(part 1 can be found as googlebook online as of another Publisher, and this ‘part one’ is 

also copied here  - link) 
Published  by penguin books 1971- nearly 50years ago! 
 
Copyright-66- was  by George Allen &Unwin Ltd.1966, 52years ago. 
(Penguin metaphysical library) 
 
Continue on the  chapter 5, 
IN THE STEPS OF THE TENTH  TRUNGPA. 
 
THE STORY OF THE TENTH TRUNGPÅ TULKU RINPOCHE 
The tenth Trungpa Tulku had been given a very strict traning from boyhood to prepare 

him for the duties of supreme abbot of Surmang. At nineteen he attained his majority, being 
considered ready to take full responsibility for the government of the abbey although he 
would still be under guidance to some extent. He realized that in order to develop his own 
spirituality, being thereby enabled to lead others, he must have further training in meditation, 
which he saw was more important than administering his monastery. 

He felt a compelling urge to receive teaching from Jamgön Kongtrül Rinpoche, for when 
he was quite young he had heard the name of this great guru mentioned and had been 
suddenly stirred by a recollection that he had been in a spiritual relationship with him in a 
former life. The monastic committee, however, had other plans for him; they wanted him first 
to work for Surmang, it being customary in Tibet that when an abbot reached manhood, he 
should tour the district and give his blessing to the people; during such a tour he would be 
invited to preach and to perform rites; he would receive many gifts, and the fame and wealth 
of his monastery would be increased. Though the tenth Trungpa neither liked nor approved of 
this procedure, he nevertheless felt obliged to follow the wishes of his senior advisors, so he 
set off on the tour accompanied by his bursar, whilst his secretary remained in charge of 
Düdtsi-til. 

 
The tour was very successful and brought in many donations for Surmang. This greatly 

encouraged the bursar, for since the death of the ninth incarnate abbot twenty years had 
passed, during which the monastery had received very few offerings, it needed material help. 
So Trungpa Tulku was persuaded to go on another tour the next year; this should have lasted 
for three months, but about half way through he felt he could no longer delay going to see his 
guru. 

 
From babyhood he had been told about Jamgön Kongtrül; how he had been brought up by 

the abbot of Pepung Monastery as his spiritual son. (just as Lobsang Rampa was to lama Mingyar 
Dondup) As he grew older he had wanted to obtain wider instruction and had travelled for 
many years, visiting over one hundred gurus of all the schools of Buddhism to be found in 
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Tibet. On his return to Pepung, visitors came from all parts of the country to receive 
instruction from him, for which purpose he established a centre near the monastery where he 
himself composed over eighty volumes of scholarly and spiritual precepts. Before the abbot 
of Pepung died, he appointed Jamgön Kongtrül to be the spiritual leader of the line of the 
Karma-ka-gyü school. 

At the time when Trungpa Tulku made the last moment decision to go to his guru, he and 
his monks were encamped beside a river and he knew if he could but get away and cross it, 
then Pepung Monastery lay some ten days' journey further on. He made a plan and confided 
part of it to his special friend Yange: he told him that he would give the monks a great treat, a 
picnic by the river bank; they were to have a plentiful supply of food and tea, and the 
customary discipline of not talking after proscribed hours would be relaxed. That evening 
Yange was to prepare a bag of roast barley flour (tsampa) and leave it with his horse, which 
must be ready saddled, behind some nearby bushes. At this, Yange was much alarmed, for he 
realized that he was planning to escape. 

 
The monks thoroughly enjoyed the picnic, especially the relaxation of the rule of silence, 

and they chatted on till the small hours of the morning, when drowsiness overtook them. 
Seeing this, Trungpa Tulku stole away, mounted his horse and put it at the river, which was 
in spate (=much water in  river) as the snow was thawing. He was ready to drown rather than 
miss the opportunity of training under the guru who meant so much to him. The horse 
managed to breast (=break) the current and on reaching the farther side, the abbot decided to 
continue on foot, since riding implies a desire for power and for material possessions, so he 
tore off a piece of his robe and tied it to his horse's back, as the customary sign that it had 
been ceremonially freed by a lama and must not be ill treated by whoever caught it. He then 
set the horse free and walked on. The horse recrossed the river and returned to the camp, but 
the flapping of the piece of robe made it restive, (=restless) and approaching one of the tents it 
rubbed against it to get rid of this annoyance and in doing so knocked down the tent. This 
awoke the sleepers who, seeing the horse, thought it must have broken from its tether. 
However, when they saw that it was saddled and that the saddle was the one used by their 
abbot, they were extremely disturbed and went to Trungpa Tulku's tent. It was empty, and 
some of his clothes were arranged to look like a sleeping figure in the bed. Rushing out, they 
woke up the entire camp. All the monks examined the horse and found that it was wet; they 
also recognized the robe, and were forced to the conclusion that their abbot had left them and 
crossed the river. 

 
Since Trungpa Tulku was quite unused to walking, they thought that he would soon be in 

difficulties and that they must look for him, so they split up in four groups to search up and 
down both banks of the river. The group who were going in the southerly direction on the 
further bank found a saddle rug (small blanket) which had belonged to the abbot, but beyond this 
there were no more traces. As a matter of fact, Trungpa Tulku had purposely dropped it there 
to mislead them. 

 
Travelling northward, he was all but overwhelmed by a sense of utter desolation; never 

before had he been all alone, having always been surrounded by monks to attend and guard 
him. He walked fast until he was exhausted and then lay down to sleep. The sound of the 
rushing river and of dogs barking in a distant village seemed to him like a death knell (=death 

bell); this was such a complete change from his very ordered life. 
 
He was now on the same road that he had taken with his party on their outward journey; 

then he had talked and questioned many of the local people about the general lie of the land 
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and what track led to Pepung Monastery, and now as soon as dawn broke he walked on and 
arrived early in the morning at the house of a wealthy landowner whom he had visited on the 
way through. The husband opened the door at his knock, but failed to recognize the visitor 
however, since he was in monk's robes he invited him to come in. When his wife appeared, 
she gave a cry of surprise, for she immediately realized who it was, and her surprise was all 
the greater at seeing him alone. Trungpa Tulku asked them to shelter him and made them 
promise not to tell anyone of his whereabouts, since the reason for his being there was a great 
spiritual need. They were very frightened, but felt obliged to obey their abbot, so they gave 
him food and hid him in a large store cupboard, where he remained all that day, and when 
some of the searching monks came to the house to ask if he had been seen, the landowner and 
his wife kept to their promise. 

In the evening Trungpa Tulku said that he must move on. His hosts were extremely upset 
that he should go on foot and unattended (=alone). They begged him to tell them what had 
occurred and wanted to know if there had been any misunderstanding between him and his 
q1. They suggested, if this had been the case, that perhaps they could arrange for the matter to 
be cleared up, for their family was in a position to use its influence. Trungpa Rinpoche told 
them that he did not wish this, and with the greatest reluctance they let him leave, knowing 
that, as their abbot, it was his place to command and theirs to obey. 
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As he was making his way beside the river, he heard horses close behind him, so he hid in 

some bushes on the bank and the riders passed by. They proved to be the bursar with a 
mounted party; after a short interval he was able to resume his walk and in the early morning 
reached another house where he was known. But by now the bursar had alerted the whole 
neighbourhood, so the family was informed of the situation; nevertheless, they took him in 
and offered to look after him, again hiding him in a store cupboard. As for the bursar, when 
he could find no further footmarks, he told the monks to search every house in the district. He 
was dissatisfied with the answers to his enquiries from the family with whom Trungpa Tulku 
was sheltering and ordered the monks to look in every nook and corner, which they did; they 
found him in the cupboard where he was still hiding. 

The bursar embraced him with tears in his eyes and asked why he was causing them so 
much anxiety. He replied that he had private reasons with which no-one might interfere. They 
argued all day, but the abbot gave no indication of his plans, though he refused to 

I return to Surmang. Whereupon the bursar sent back for instructions from Namgyal-tse 
and Düdtsi-til from which, however, no reply could be expected for ten days or so. 

When the message was received at Surmang, a meeting was called of all the heads of the 
monasteries and the representatives of the laity to discuss the matter; all agreed that their 
abbot must be requested to return. On receiving this reply the bursar endeavoured to persuade 
Trungpa Tulku to follow the wishes of his people, but from being a very gentle and docile 
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man, he now seemed to have become very strong willed and obstinate. Another messenger 
was sent to Surmang to tell them that in spite of their requests the abbot would not change his 
mind. 

After a second meeting had been called it was decided that if Trungpa Tulku could not be 
persuaded to come back, he should be allowed to go his own way, but with some monks and 
horses to serve him. When the messenger returned with this ultimatum, Trungpa Tulku was 
really upset, and even more so when a party of monks with horses arrived shortly afterwards. 
He protested against all this fuss, saying that he was a simple man whose object in running 
away had been to escape from this complicated way of living. 

His bursar and monks never ceased to argue with him, but instead of replying he preached 
to them on the vanity of leading a wordly life. A deadlock was reached when he said that to 
go with attendants and horses would ruin all that he wished to do. There is a Tibetan saying: 

'To kill a fish and give it to a starving dog has no virtue.' The Buddha left his kingdom, 
fasted and endured hardships in order to win Enlightenment, and many saints and 
Bodhisattvas had sacrificed their lives to follow the path of Dharma. 

Finally, the bursar, who was an old man, broke down and wept. He told Trungpa that he 
must take at least two monks to look after him, while the baggage could be carried on a mule. 
This advicly coming from so senior a monk who was also his uncle, he reluctane, agreed to 
accept and they started on their journey; the bursar insisted on accompanying the party. 
Travelling on foot was very tiring, but to everyone's surprise Trungpa seemed to acquire new 
strength and when the others were worn out, it was he who looked after them. The elderly 
bursar became ill with exhaustion, in spite of which, he said he really felt much happier, 
for the more he pondered on the teaching about the difference between the material and 
the spiritual way of life, the more he realized how right Trungpa Tulku was to follow this 
path. 

After ten days they reached Pepung Monastery, which was the second in importance of the 
Karma-ka-gyji school. Trungpa Tulku was already well known to many of the monks, but 
since he did not wish to be recognized they went on at once to Jamgön Kongtrül's residence 
some three miles beyond. 

Jamgön Kongtrül himself had had a premonition the day before, saying that he was 
expecting an important guest and that the guest room must be made ready. The monks 
thought he was referring to some royal personage with his attendants, or possibly to some 
great lama, and they eagerly watched for his arrival; however, no-one appeared until late in 
the afternoon when four simple pilgrims with a single mule walked towards them and asked 
for accommodation. The monks told the travellers that, since an important visitor was already 
expected, the guest house adjoining Jamgön Kongtrül's residence was not free, therefore the 
travellers must find a lodging wherever they could. 

The following morning Jamgön Kongtrül asked the monks if they had put his guests in the 
guest house; surprised, they replied that no-one had turned up. The guru insisted that the 
expected guests had arrived and told them to make further enquiries. The four pilgrims were 
traced and Trungpa Tulku was recognized. The monks immediately took them to Jamgön 
Kontrül and were astonished when the great teacher showed no sign of surprise at the manner 
in which the party had travelled. After the interview Trungpa Tulku had a long private talk 
with his guru, who arranged for him to occupy a house with his companions some fifteen 
minutes walk away, where an old monk would see to their wants. Trungpa Tulku 
immediately settled down to his studies, with his guru instructing him in meditation while the 
Master of Studies (khenpo) superintended his academic work. 

For a year he was left alone, when his secretary and some monks came to see him bringing 
gifts and money. The secretary had a private talk with Jamgön Kongtrül and asked him to 
encourage their abbot to return to Surmang on completion of his studies; his guru agreed that 
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he must go back some day, but not immediately, for he and also his attendant monks were 
making such progress that it would be wrong to disturb them; he added that the elderly bursar 
could now return to his monastery. 

After the visitors had left, Trungpa Tulku gave away all the gifts they had brought, leaving 
himself and the two monks with hardly anything to eat, so that they were obliged to go round 
with their begging bowls. The two monks were naturally very upset over this, for while the 
bursar had been with them there had always been enough for their requirements and they 
could not understand this new phase. Trungpa Tulku, however, insisted that austerity was the 
right course and the only way to follow the Buddha's example, as well as that of Milarepa. 
They must therefore beg until they had received the bare necessities of food to last out the 
winter. Moreover they had very little butter for their lamps; incense however was cheap and 
when blown upon produced a faint glow by which Trungpa Rinpoche was able to light up a 
few lines at a time of the book he was studying. 

Now that the monks of Pepung and the people in the district knew of Trungpa Tulku's 
presence, they kept coming to visit him, which he found very disturbing to his meditations. 

After three years Surmang expected their abbot to return, and again sent a party of monks 
to fetch him. This time Dilldzin, the senior secretary's nephew, came with them. They found 
the two monks who were with Trungpa Tulku very disturbed in mind; the austere way of 
living that had been imposed upon them was affecting their health. However, Trungpa wished 
to stay on at Pepung until his studies were completed, so it was decided that they should 
return to Surmang with the party and that Djiidzin, at his own request, should remain to look 
after Trungpa.  

However, this arrangement did not prove altogether a success, for he gave Trungpa Tulku 
a lot of trouble. The two men had very different approaches to life: the abbot was a strict 
vegetarian and wanted everything to be as simple as possible, whereas Djildzin expected to 
have meat and disliked such plain living. Later Trungpa Tulku realized that these difficulties 
had been a lesson to him and that lamas had often to experience this sort of trouble and must 
learn to control their own impatience and accept the fact that their attendants could not be 
expected to live at their own high level of austerity. (= asceticism) 

At the end of a further three years Jamgön Kongtrül considered that Trungpa Rinpoche 
had made such progress that he could be trusted to act as a teacher himself and to carry on the 
message of Dharma to others. Trungpa, for his part, felt that if he was to carry on this work 
he required still more experience; he should travel to seek further instruction, as his guru had 
done, and live a life given up to meditation. However, Jamgön Kongtrül pointed out that he 
must compromise between taking such a path and his monasteries' need for him to return to 
them. He said, 'It must be according to your destiny; conformably with the will of your past 
nine incarnations your duty lies in governing your monasteries. This is your work and you 
must return to it. If you take full charge you can rule them in the way you feel to be right. 
You must establish five meditation centres, the first in your own monastery and the other four 
in neighbouring ones. This will be a beginning; in this way your teaching will not be confined 
to your own monks, but you will be able to spread it more widely.' 

Trungpa Tulku followed his guru's directions; the parting was a sad moment for them 
both, and after a farewell party he began his return journey on foot. Back at Surmang, he 
immediately set to work to establish a meditation centre and to put the affairs of his 
monasteries in order. While he was thus engaged, news came that Jamgön Kongtrül had died; 
however, in spite of this deep sorrow he carried on with his work of establishing the four 
other meditation centres all of which continued to flourish until the Communists took 
possession of Tibet in my lifetime. 

As Jamgön Kongtrül's entrusted successor, the tenth Trungpa Tulku later became the guru 
of both Jamgön Kongtrül of Sechen and Jamgön Kontrül of Pepung. At Surmang, he gained 
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more and more followers and such was the example of the simplicity of his life that he was 
regarded as a second Milarepa. 

When he was about fifty years old there was a border dispute between the Chinese and 
Tibetan governments and in the course of the fighting much damage was done to both 
Namgyal-tse and Dudtsitil. Trungpa Tulku himself was taken prisoner; worn out by forced 
marches on an empty stomach and already weakened by his austere vegetarian diet, he 
became ill. His devotee, the king of Lhathog, succeeded in obtaining his release and managed 
to persuade him to take better care of himself, by travelling sometimes on horseback instead 
of always going on foot. When he returned to Surmang there was much work ahead for him; 
the monasteries had to be rebuilt and at the same time he had to continue his teaching. In 
spite of the fact that he was growing old and was in poor health he only allowed himself three 
to four hours for sleep and gave his strength unstintingly to the work of rebuilding the 
monasteries. He always maintained that if one followed the true path, financial help would be 
given when it was really needed. He accepted the destruction of the monasteries as a lesson in 
non-attachment, which had always held a foremost place in the Buddha's teaching. The lamas 
considered that their Supreme Abbot's residence should be furnished with every comfort, but 
he himself insisted on complete simplicity. 

Soon, Trungpa Tulku realized that he was approaching the end of his life: one day he had 
a dream that he was a young child and that his mother was wearing the style of headdress 
peculiar to north eastern Tibet: when a new robe was being made for him he told his secretary 
that it should be a small one; on the secretary asking why, he turned it away as a joke. 
Trungpa used to say that he felt sorry for his horse, for soon he would no longer be able to 
walk and would cause it more trouble; the secretary was disturbed at this remark, for he 
thought that this meant that his abbot was really losing his health. 

In 1938 while on tour Trungpa suddenly said that he must get back to his monastery; 
however he found it impossible to change his plans as he had received so many invitations 
from various devotees. When one of the king of Lhathog's ministers asked him to visit him he 
accepted, though this meant a long journey; the lama added that he might have to ask him to 
be one of the most important hosts of his lifetime. He arrived on the day of the full moon in a 
very happy mood, but did what was for him an unusual thing; on arriving at the house he took 
off his socks and his over-robe and, turning to his monks, told them to prepare for a very 
special rite. A meal was served, but he did not feel inclined to eat and having said grace, he 
told them to put the food before the shrine. Then he lay down saying, 'This is the end of 
action'. These were his last words: lifting himself up he took the meditation posture, closed 
his eyes and entered samadhi. 

His monks thought he was in a coma, and one doctor among them examined him, drawing 
Some of his blood and burning herbs to revive him, but with no result. The monks stood by 
him all the time reciting sutras and mantras: he looked as if he was still alive and remained in 
the same meditation posture until midnight when there was a flash of light and the body fell 
over. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

I GO TO MY GURU 
 
I LEFT Dorje Kyungdzong with my predecessor's story uppermost in my mind. I knew I 

must now discuss future plans with my secretary and bursar. When I brought the matter 
forward, they gave me my choice, but said that traditionally the tour round the district should 
be carried out; however, I had the right to do as I wished, so again I was thrown back on 
myself. It was much easier for me to talk to my tutor; I explained to him that what I really 
wanted to do was to receive further teaching under Jamgön Kongtrül of Sechen. I wanted to 
make a complete break from the studies I had hitherto followed and to do something quite 
different; I added, once one sets out on a tour there are continual invitations from all sides, 
which protract it indefinitely; but since the monastic committee has been so kind and has 
given me such wonderful opportunities for studying, I would not like to say no to them. 

At this time, I received two invitations, one from the distant monastery of Drölma 
Lhakhang, in Chamdo province; the other from the king of Lhathog; this latter would in any 
case be included in the traditional tour. My lamas were delighted at this chance of 
encouraging me to travel and make wider contacts. The representative from Drölma 
Lhakhang was worrying lest I should not agree to go, for the whole district wanted to see 
their abbot and the disappointment would be very great if this visit was refused. This made it 
very difficult for me, for if I accepted I would also have to go on a lengthy tour, and if I did 
not go, these people would be upset. My own wish was to proceed straight to my guru; the 
only thing to do was to tell the monastic committee plainly that I must be fre- to go to Sechen 
before the end of the year. I said that I was very anxious not to go against their wishes, so we 
would have to make a compromise; finally it was arranged that the tour should take place, 
including a visit to the principality of Lhathog, for this was not so 
far away. I would not, however, visit Drölma Lhakhang; a disciple of the tenth Trungpa 
Tulku would have to go instead. Before setting out I asked my secretary to promise that on 
my return I could go to Sechen; he should also make all arrangements at Surmang for my 
intended absence. 

Our travelling party was organized with a good deal of pomp. There were thirty monks on 
horseback and eighty mules to carry the baggage. I was still only twelve and, being so young, 
I was not expected to preach long sermons; mostly I had to perform rites, read the scriptures 
aloud and impart blessings. We started from the highlands and travelled down to the 
cultivated land; I was able to see how all these different people lived as we passed through 
many changes of scenery. Of course I did not see the villagers quite as they were in their 
every day lives, for wherever we went all was in festival, everyone was excited and looking 
forward to the special religious services, so that we had little time for rest. I missed the 
routine of my early life, but found it all very exciting. 

When we visited Lhathog, the king had to follow the established tradition by asking us to 
perform the religious rites according to ancient custom. We were lodged in one of the 
palaces, from where we could look down on a school that the Chinese had recently estab-
lished. A Communist flag hung at the gate, and when it was lowered in the evenings the 
children had to sing the Communist national anthem. Lessons were given in both Chinese and 
Tibetan, including much indoctrination about the benefits China was bringing to Tibet. 
Singing and dancing were encouraged and I felt that it was a sign of the times that the 
monastery drum was used to teach the children to march. Being young myself I was keenly 
interested, though this distortion worried me; a religious instrument should not have been 
used for a secular purpose, nor for mere amusement. A detachment of Chinese officials sent 
from their main headquarters at Chamdo lived in the king's palace together with a Tibetan 
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interpreter, while various teachers had been brought to Lhathog to organize the school, which 
was one of many that the Chinese were setting up in all the chief places in Tibet. The local 
people's reactions were very unfavourable. In the town the Communists had stuck posters or 
painted slogans everywhere, even on the walls of the monastery; they consisted of phrases 
like 'We come to help you' and 'The liberation army is always at the people's service.' 

The tour took about three months and I longed to get back to Surmang so as to be able to 
start on the visit to my guru. I realized that had I been older and able to give spiritual 
guidance to my people, it would have been necessary to go on such a tour; but being only 
twelve I could not feel it was important to have all this grandeur; and though the tour still 
followed the traditional pattern, it seemed to have lost much of its inner meaning. These 
feelings may partly have been due to my youth. 

On my return I stopped for a few days at Namgyal-tse to say goodbye. I had reason to be 
grateful to the monks at Djidtsi-til who had made all arrangements for my journey to Sechen. 
Two cows were ready to provide us with milk, and twenty mules which would be loaded with 
the baggage. Several of the novices, especially those interested in advanced studies, wanted 
to come to study at the same time, but only my tutor and two monks were allowed to come 
with me. My secretary, Chandw Karjen, was so anxious for my wellbeing that he chose to 
come to see for himself how I settled in. Some of the monks were not very pleased that my 
lessons in religious ritual had had to be curtailed in favour of intensive studies in meditation 
and metaphysics; but for me, the joy and excitement of receiving instruction from my own 
guru was overwhelming. I had wanted to take the simple path of my predecessor and do the 
journey on foot, but my tutor and secretary thought I was too young for this and must be 
looked after; so we went on horseback and slept in tents at night. It took ten days to reach 
Sechen; the whole journey was most enjoyable, for the scenery was superb and each village 
seemed different, the local inhabitants wore the distinctive clothing and followed the customs 
of their particular locality. 

We arrived at Jamgön Kongtrül's retreat house on my thirteenth birthday. My monks had 
expected a large and well appointed building, but it was very simple and unpretentious. His 
old mother lived with him and also one Khenpo Gangshar, together with his own mother; the 
two women did the cooking and looked after the cows. Jamgön Kongtrjil's old tutor acted as 
secretary and attendant, and Khenpo Gangshar's young nephew was there to run messages 
etc. Everyone spent much of his time in meditation. 

Khenpo Gangshar had been brought up from his earliest childhood by Jamgön Kongtrül 
who had considered him as his spiritual son and had educated him with the greatest care, for 
his father had been killed and his mother on becoming a nun had asked Jamgön Kongtrül to 
look after the boy. Gangshar had always been extremely studious (serious) and would apply 
himself day and night with hardly a break. He had memorized hundreds of texts and received 
the degree of Master of Studies (khenpo) at a very early age. 

Since we arrived on the day of the full moon, my guru was fasting and all was in silence; 
when one of my monks went forward no-one spoke to him, but a note was sent asking us to 
come in. My guru showed great joy on seeing me and even before I had taken off my outer 
robe he came out of the door to present a scarf, beckoning me to enter without words. I told 
him about our journey, and when I mentioned the two cows he looked pleased, for he had 
wanted me to make a long stay, and since my monastery had thought fit to send the animals 
with me, this showed that they also expected me to do the same. I asked my guru to explain 
to the secretary Chandzo Karjen that a prolonged stay was advisable; I said that if this 
suggestion was made on the very first day it would carry more weight. The following day, 
when he could talk, my guru spoke to the secretary and Apho-karma; they both replied, 'The 
incarnation of your guru is in your hands: hitherto we have done our best to educate him, but 
now this task is yours'. Chandw Karjen then returned to Surmang. 
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Jamgön Kontrül Rinpoche decided that I should spent my first month studying academic 
subjects as well as meditation under Khenpo Gangshar. We were to start with the 
Aryaratnatraya-anusmriti sutra (Recollection of the Buddha, his teaching and his disciples'). 
Learning this by heart meant very hard work from morning till midnight. He himself was 
prepared to give the initiation (wangkur) on 'The Treasury of the Mine of Precious Teachings' 
(Rinchenterdzod), by the great Jamgön Kongtrül who made this vast collection of doctrines at 
a time when some of these teachings were nearly forgotten; he had searched for them 
throughout Tibet. The Rinchen-terdzod is of the utmost importance, for it contains all the 
most profound doctrines that he himself had received from the tenth Trungpa Tulku. 

Jamgön Kongtrül began his own preparations for the rite at four in the morning and we 
pupils had to be in the hall from five until eight in the evening. The wangkur started with 
morning devotions, and special offerings were made on the tenth and the twenty-fifth day of 
the month. During the six months of the rite there were only three breaks when our guru was 
unwell. Hundreds of monks and some abbots of neighbouring monasteries attended the 
course which was restricted to those who had already done the introductory practice; they 
camped around in tents. This was a very moving gathering, for all were aware that they 
belonged to the family of the Dharma. During the whole of the rites Apho-karma kept a very 
strict eye on me, for I was placed with several other tulkus (incarnate Lamas) who, being 
young, were apt to be a little frivolous, and though I was actually the youngest I was expected 
to behave; however, a kindly Nepalese monk who had been in India and had seen modern 
mechanical inventions, noticing my youth, gave me my first toy, a little engine which he had 
made himself; a string wound round its front wheel set it in motion in the same way as a top. 

The Rinzchen-terdzod finished with the enthronement wangkur at which a disciple is 
chosen and given special authority to carry on his guru's teaching. Jamgön Kongtrul 
Rinpoche conferred on me this honour; I was enthroned, and he put his own robes on me, 
handing me his ritual bell and dorje (thunderbolt sceptre) with many other symbolical objects 
including his books. I felt very shy, as there were many lamas there of much greater learning 
than I who, I thought, would be far more suitable; however, my tutor and the monks were 
pleased to decide otherwise on that day. 

When the gathering was over my guru advised me to join the seminary under Khenpo 
Gangshar, saying that he himself would give me meditation instruction every fortnight. 

There was accommodation for about one hundred students in the seminary which stood on 
the banks of the river some four miles distant from Jamgön Kongtrül's residence; each 
student had his own cubicle where he slept and studied; these were in long rows connected by 
a covered passage and their windows looked out on a stretch of grass between the lines. 
Stoves were placed in the corridor beside each cubicle for us to do our own cooking, this 
being done for us only on festival days. The kitchen staff supplied us with tea and hot water 
and distributed the required fuel; if this was msufficient we would collect wood for ourselves. 
Breakfast was finished before five, when a gong was rung for us to begin our home work, and 
at eight a second bell was sounded for us to attend the khenpo's lecture. Before giving this he 
would answer any questions from the students who might want to have the previous day's 
work clarified. After this our names were shaken up in a bowl, and the one whose name was 
drawn had to reread the scriptures of the day before and to put forward his own commentary. 
Then the kkenpo began the lesson of the day with careful explanations. This was 

followed by group tuition, and my tutor, one of the kyorpons (tutors) who had been 
especially chosen for this office would decide if I should join the group or go to my cubicle to 
receive private tuition from him. I started with Maitreya's works on Transcendental Wisdom 
(Prajnaparamita) which is one of the main themes of the Mahayana, the school of the 
Greater Vehicle (Dr Conze has made some excellent English translations of these under the 
name of 'Perfection of Wisdom'); the basic trends of the Lesser Vehicle I had already studied 
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in my own monastery. 
The teaching staff at the seminary consisted of Khenpo Gangshar Rinpoche as the 

principal with five kyorpons as tutors under him: 
the term kyorpon is equivalent to that of a geshe in the Gelug and Sakya schools, something 
like the English 'Doctor of Divinity'. There were also several junior kyorpons. The discipline 
and behaviour of the students were looked after by a senior lama called the Gekö. 

 
Sechen was founded towards the end of the sixteenth century and was one of the leading 

monasteries of the Mindröling tradition of the Ayingma, the first monastic Order to be 
established in Tibet. It was famed for the profoundness of the doctrines taught there and also 
for its very strict discipline. When I was there, there were eight incarnate lamas besides the 
two abbots, with some three hundred bhikshus and two hundred novices in the monastery. 
The buildings more or less filled the valley, with the main assembly hall in the centre. The 
walls of the hall were festooned with open-work embroideries and had frescoes depicting 
historical events; numerous shrine rooms opened out from it, and one of them contained an 
extensive library; in another room there were very ancient images of the eight 'spiritual sons' 
(Bodhisattvas) of the Buddha. There was a more modern image of Manjusri the Patron of 
Wisdom, which was heavily gilt and decorated with precious stones; besides these there was 
a figure of Rindzin Gyurme Dorje, one of the founders of the Nyingma school, made out of 
consecrated herbs and clay; it was a very rare and ancient piece of work. The whole place had 
an atmosphere of remarkable vitality. 

 
My first impression was the peace and calm of the place, for the monks lived under very 

strict discipline though all were very happy. The drums and other musical instruments were 
particularly soft toned; the monks were not allowed to raise their voices and had to sit very 
still while meditating. Those who carried out the rites had to be accurate in every detail and 
all the chanting had to be done from memory, as no books were allowed. The ritual was 
slightly different from that practised in other schools, but I found that it had great dignity in 
its perfection. There were two abbots at Sechen; Tulku Ramjam Rinpoche was a great 
personality both spiritually and because of his wide vision in regard to practical affairs; I owe 
much to his teaching. He had a striking appearance because of his very large moustache, not 
common among our people. The second abbot, Tulku Oyaltsap Rinpoche, who was the 
incarnation of one or the tenth Trungpa Tulku's gurus, was an outstandingly saintly man and 
a gifted writer; he was small of stature and radiated friendliness to all who came near him; 
there was a deep understanding between us and his residence was like a second home to me. 

 
By now I was fourteen and completely happy and satisfied with the work; I looked 

forward to the summer vacation when we would have more leisure and I would have more 
opportunities to be with my guru. At the beginning of the vacation I was staying at one of the 
hermitages where I could walk in the woods and practise meditation in serene solitude. 
Although it is natural for boys to play and want to climb trees, under my guru's instruction I 
had to control such impulses; but here everything was such as to satisfy me with the path I 
had chosen. 

On the last day, whilst I was walking, meditating and enjoying the beauty of nature, a 
thunderstorm burst overhead. This sudden transition from peace to conflict symbolized what 
lay ahead of me, for running back to the hermitage I found that a monk had arrived from my 
own monastery to ask if it would be possible for me to return to Surmang as one of the senior 
lamas, the third next to the regent abbot, had died. Apho-karma made the most of this fact, as 
the responsibility of being left in sole charge of me was getting too much for him and this 
made him very nervous; he considered that I was overworking and thought that I might have 
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a breakdown, so he wanted an excuse to take me away. He could not have explained all this 
in a letter, and he now decided without consulting Jamgön Kontrül Rinpoche that I should 
return to Surmang. When the matter was put before my guru he was rather upset, but since 
my tutor was so insistent he found it impossible to argue with him and finally agreed that I 
should return to my monastery. To me he said: 'You have received many teachings; you can 
now teach and practise them yourself, but later on you must come back and complete your 
training.' A farewell party was arranged, attended by the two abbots of Sechen and some of 
the senior lamas. 

The following day when I went to say goodbye to my guru he told me that, though I must 
now leave, he had had a dream the night before and had seen a half moon rising in the sky; 
everyone was saying 'This is a full moon': 'this means,' he said, 'that you are the moon, but 
not yet really full, for your studies are not complete.' He gave me further advice on 
meditation and said sadly that he must not leave his room to say goodbye because his place 
was still within. I made a promise to myself that I would come back, and brokenhearted left 
that wonderful place. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER SEVEN, 

DEATH, DUTIES AND A VISION 
 
As we rode down the valley I looked back at my guru's white retreat in the midst of firs on 

the hill-side and at the seminary I loved. I watched the river flowing between it and the 
monastery with its golden roof shining in the sunshine and I could not turn my eyes away 
until all were out of sight. Apho-karma was in great spirits, talking about our own monastery 
and the prospect of meeting his friends again, but my two monks and I were very sad, for we 
longed to be still at Sechen. 

On the journey we had a lot of trouble with the horses and mules and most of our little 
party were also unwell. When we crossed the river Dri-chu, which here is some four hundred 
feet wide, it was in spate, and our boat made of yak's hide nearly capsized, while one of our 
horses was drowned. 

The monks at Surmang were very surprised to see us, for though they had sent me the 
message, they had thought it unlikely that I would return before completion of my studies. 
When I arrived, they concluded that I must really have finished and expressed their delight. 
My tutor kept quiet, and I had to tell them that I had not completed my work. This worried 
them considerably and the regent abbots and secretaries felt that Apho-karma had made a 
mistake, particularly since the senior lama was already dead and the cremation had taken 
place with full rites, so that there was now no need for me to be there. 

 
I had not long been back when a message was received asking me to partake in the funeral 

rites for Trale-kyamgon Rinpoche, the abbot of the neighbouring monastery of Trangu who 
had just died. He had written in his will that he wished for this, since he had been a great 
friend of my predecessor. Trangu lay some five miles south of Jyekundo. On our way we 
passed through the Pelthang airport which was being built by a number of Tibetans under 
Chinese engineers. It was a beautiful day with the sun shining over the broad valley, but its 
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calm was disturbed by the roar of planes overhead; these were bringing all kinds of supplies, 
but since the runway was not completed the planes could not land and the packages were 
parachuted down. 

Jamgön Kongtrül of Pepung, who was to officiate at the rites, and I arrived simultaneously 
at Trangu. We performed the ceremonies together for about two weeks. Everyone noticed 
that a change had come over Jamgön Kongtrül; he did not seem to be in good health. 

I was obliged to return to Surmang, and before I left he said to me 'One is already dead, 
and one is going to die, this is the law of impermanence,' he was sure this would be our last 
meeting. He gave me his blessing by touching foreheads; this is the traditional way of 
imparting blessings between lamas of equal standing; then he said that this was to be 
regarded as a different kind of blessing, being the wangkur of the chakra (spiritual centre) of 
the head which represents the union of 'the hundred Buddha Families' (Tampa rsggya). He 
laid stress on this being our last meeting; I asked him to promise that we should meet again, 
he said 'Yes, in one way or another.' 

I returned to Surmang by way of the valley of Bi where in the seventh century King 
Songtsen-gampo sent his ministers to receive and welcome the Chinese princess he was to 
marry. Here we saw the Buddhist sutras which the ministers had carved on the rocks while 
waiting for her arrival; some of these are in archaic Tibetan and others in Sanskrit, which 
goes to prove that King Songtsen-gampo was a Buddhist before he met the princess, in fact 
he had already sent his minister Sambhota of Thön to India to collect texts; it was the latter 
who first designed the Tibetan alphabet for the purpose of translating the Indian Scriptures 
into our language. 

While the princess was resting in the valley she saw these texts and added a huge image of 
Vairochana Buddha of over twenty feet in height which was carved in relief on the rock, with 
'the eight spiritual Sons of Buddha' (Bodhisattvas) beside it together with some ancient 
Sanskrit inscriptions. We held a short service before the image of Vairochana Buddha and 
went on to Surmang. 

I had been back some three weeks when a messenger came from Trangu to tell us that 
Jamgön Kongtrül had died; he brought an invitation to Rölpa-dorje, Garwang Rinpoche and 
myself to officiate at the funeral rites. The messenger knew nothing of what had actually 
happened and simply said that Jamgön Kongtrül had died very suddenly. After the first shock 
I remembered how he had said goodbye to me. His death was a very great loss to the whole 
Ka-gyü school; my predecessor had been his guru and he had been the teacher of Gyalwa 
Karmapa, no-one seemed more needed, by the whole Order, in the present perplexing times. 
All Surmang was distressed by the news of his death and a great number of monks expressed 
the wish to attend the funeral. 

We left hurriedly the following day and travelled day and night to Trangu Monastery 
where we found everyone deeply saddened by the fact that their own abbot had died a few 
weeks before, and now by this second death. Jamgön Kongtrül's closest companions among 
the monks seemed more serene and told us what had happened. He had suddenly been taken 
ill and suffered great pain; it was thought that he had eaten some sort of unwholesome food. 
After he had been moved to the abbot's house of retreat the pain lessened, but his general 
condition became weaker. After three days he sent for his oldest attendant to write down his 
will which would be important for his followers, but he did not want anyone to know about it 
in case they showed too much emotion. He said that his rebirth would be near Lhasa among 
his relations, which would give comfort to his mother, and he gave an indication of the names 
of the parents and the time when he would come back. He wanted his body to be cremated 
and that Trungpa Tulku should take part in officiating, adding that everyone must realize that 
death is one of the aspects of impermanence; he only continued to take medicine to please the 
monks. One day he asked his attendant to look up the calendar and find an auspicious date. 
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When the day came he awoke in the morning saying that he was feeling much stronger. He 
had his coverlet removed and sat up in the Adamantine (Vafra) posture; his breathing 
stopped, though his body remained as if meditating for some twenty-four hours after. 

After the funeral ceremonies his possessions were distributed among those who had 
attended him; I was given his robe, some books, and his amulet case, also his little terrier; the 
dog remained with me for some three years and I became very attached to it. It used to follow 
me when I was riding, but one day it went off hunting on its own and got trapped in a 
marmot's burrow. 

Shortly after my return to Namgyal-tse, I was invited to visit Drölma Lhakhang. 
Accompanied by my bursar we started on the journey; this was our first sight of the new 
highway recently built by the Communists between China and Lhasa; it gave us a strange 
shock, this straight dark line cutting through our mountains, built by a foreign power. It was 
so broad and it ran right through fields and across the spreading landscape like a deep trench. 
As we halted beside it, a Chinese lorry came along like a great monster with guns sticking out 
at the top, and a long trail of dust following it. As the lorry drew nearer, the noise that it made 
echoed through the peaceful valley and we were aware of acrid petrol fumes. The Tibetans 
living nearby had grown accustomed to such sights, but our horses were terror stricken, as we 
were ourselves. The Chinese always drove straight ahead and stopped for no one; other 
travellers on the road were pushed aside, often with accidents to their horses and themselves. 
Looking back at night we watched the continual flow of the lighted lorries; we could not 
understand the headlamps, and when we saw the red ones in the rear we thought the vehicles 
were on fire. 

Drolma Lhakhang lies about six days journey from Chamdo, in the Pasho district. It is on 
the high plateau of Tzawa-gang and is surrounded by rocky hills with many lakes, a chilly 
region. One of the principal industries among these highlanders (drogpas) is that of weaving 
very fine cloth, for which purpose the people keep great flocks of sheep as well as the usual 
yaks; being compelled to move frequently to fresh pasturage, the herdsmen usually live in 
tents. 

As we approached Drölma Lhakhang, the monastery prepared to make us welcome. First 
we were given curds and milk by a family of farmers who had been devotees of my 
predecessor; after which a lama from Drölma Lhakhang, who was waiting with them, offered 
me a ceremonial scarf as he made prostration. We then rode on until we met the young abbot 
Akong Tulku at the head of a procession to' escort us to the monastery. They dismounted and 
also presented white scarves; one of my senior monks followed the traditional ceremonial of 
returning the scarves and hanging them round the necks of the givers. As we rode to the 
monastery, we were overtaken by a sudden thunder-storm with vivid lightning and hail. The 
Drölma Lhakhang monks and those from neighbouring monasteries with their abbots lined 
the approach to the monastery, where an orchestra on the roof played us in. Akong Tulku led 
me into the hall, holding an incense stick in his hand; then, after he had made obeisance 
before me three times we exchanged scarves. This was 

followed by my exchanging scarves in the same way with the abbots of the other 
monasteries. Every monk then came to offer me a scarf and to receive my blessing; to the 
senior lamas I gave it touching their foreheads with mine; to the other monks, I placed my 
hand on their heads. A monk stood beside me to hand each one a sacred 'protection cord' as 
they came for my blessing. When all had returned to their places tea and rice was served to 
the whole Surmang party. My tea was poured into a jade cup on a gold and silver stand; the 
rice was served me in a beautiful bowl, also of jade, and white china cups and dishes were 
provided for my monks. It was all very formal; Akong Tulku was quiet and reserved, merely 
smiling all the time. We found that we were both of the selfsame age. 
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Drölma Lhakhang started as a hermitage )* about two hundred years ago and gradually 
grew into a monastery. There had been a succession of Ka-gyüpa mystics there, and it had 
always been a centre of hospitality to spiritual teachers, while many hermits lived in its 
vicinity. The whole monastery had an atmosphere of serenity and spirituality, wherein it 
differed from some others I have seen which seemed to be more institutional. 

 
)*  about the purpose of the hermitages – read Lobsang Rampa in fx “cave of the ancients”. 
 
At the time of my visit it held about one hundred and fifty monks. The building stood on a 

strip of land beneath a range of hills, at the junction of the river Kulha Shungchu and the 
Tsawa Auchu. Behind, on the further side of the hill, lay a whitewashed hermitage; its front 
wall supported on red pillars seemed to grow out of the rock. It had been built over one of the 
caves where the great guru Padmasambhava meditated after he had established Buddhism in 
Tibet. It appears that this hill had been known to very early men, for near the 'hermitage we 
found some primitive and curious rock paintings. They portrayed men on small horses done 
in red ochre and were protected by a surface that looked like talc. There was also an indica-
tion that very early Buddhists had lived near the site of the monastery, for at the end of the 
strip of land where it was built there was a single upstanding rock, and in one of its crevices 
sheltered from the wind and weather there was a sculpture in relief of the dakini (female 
divinity) Vajrayogini. 

Across the river in front of the monastery rose the very high mountain called Kulha-
ngang-ya which the people of the ancient Bön religion regarded as a powerful god and as one 
of the guardians of Tibet: his consort lived in the turquoise coloured lake below. Mt Kulha 
also figures in the story of Gesar of Ling, a famous hero who lived in the thirteenth century, 
the King Arthur of Tibet who also defended the faith against the unbelievers. The top of the 
mountain is always under snow and is known as the crystal tent of Kulha. Just before 
reaching the top one comes to a large cave, the floor of which is a sheet of solid ice; Akong 
Tulku, who had climbed up to it, told me that under the ice he had seen huge bones some of 
which appeared to be human, but were so large that they could not have belonged to any 
recent man. 

Four nunneries had been established at the four corners of the mountain, being associated 
with the monastery of Drölma Lhakhang, whose monks could only enter them on particular 
ceremonial occasions. The nuns led more austere lives than the monks; they spent much time 
in meditation and did a great deal for the lay population when sick or in trouble. I was very 
impressed by the spirituality of these women. The nunnery at the west corner of Mt Kulha 
looked out over the turquoise lake. Near the nunnery at the north corner there was a 
hermitage which was exclusively used for seven week periods of meditation on bardo, the 
state experienced at the moment of death and just afterwards. 

After I had been at Drölma Lhakhang for a few days, I was asked to give the rite of 
empowerment (wangkur) on the Treasury of the Mine of Precious Teaching (Rinchen-
terdzod), which I had received from Jamgön Kongtrül of Sechen; an immense task, as it lasts 
for six months. I needed a few days before accepting the invitation, for though I had received 
permission from my guru to impart this teaching, I was still only fourteen, and my tutor and 
Karmanorsang, who was my chief advisor, said that I must be quite sure whether or not I 
could really give the complete wangkur, as any failure would be serious. More and more 
people were arriving at Drölma Lhakhang, hoping to attend the wangkur, so I had to make a 
decision. I spent several days in devotional meditation in order to know what I should do; 
finally I asked Karma-norsang to inform the monastery that I was prepared to undertake the 
task. 

Arrangements were immediately put in hand to prepare for the wangkur. It took a fortnight 
or so to make all the tormas, that is to say conical cakes decorated with discs of sculptured 
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butter that call for great artistry; each shape and pattern has its own symbolism. I appointed a 
monk to make a list of all those who wished to attend, asking them if they were prepared 
really to put into practice the teaching they would receive. 

 
To begin with Karma-norsang gave a ritual recitation of the kalung (which means 

'authorization') on the sixty volumes of the Rinchen Terdzod and I followed to give the 
wangkur (empowerment rite). 

The following time table shows how the days were arranged. 
2.30 a.m. Karma-norsang gave the kalung. 
4.30 a.m. I prepared my teaching of the wangkur. 
6.45 a.m. Breakfast for all. 
8 a.m. I gave the wangkur. 
10 a.m. Karma-norsang gave the kalung, and during this time I prepared my teaching. 
I I a.rn. I gave the wangkur. 
12 noon  Midday meal for all. 
1.10 p.m. Karma-norsang gave the kalung, while I prepared my teaching. 
3 p.m. I gave the wangkur. 
5 p.m. Karma-norsang gave the kalung, while I prepared my teaching. 
6 p.m. I gave the wangkur. 
8 p.m. Finish. 
8.30 p.m. Evening devotions. 
 
It was hard work for everyone; however, all went well. My tutor and monks said they were 

proud of the achievement of one so young. They told me that I must now start seriously on 
my work as a guru, but I myself felt that I was not yet sufficiently qualified: I had many 
misgivings and needed my own guru to elucidate a number of points; moreover, I knew that 
one must not have too great a conceit of oneself-here was another danger. I explained my 
position clearly to Akong Tulku and the senior lamas, saying that even if I had been able to 
give the wangkur and to perform the traditional rites, I was not sufficiently mature to give 
lectures or personal teaching on meditation; however, I promised that I would do all I could 
to qualify myself in the future. 

After that, we travelled further afield visiting other monasteries. The abbot of Yag asked 
me if at a later date I would give the wangkur of the 'Treasury of the mine of Precious 
Teaching' again. Turning homewards, we again stopped at Drölma Lhakhang; the secretary 
and senior lamas there wanted me to undertake to be Akong Tulku's guru, but I told them that 
he must go and study at Sechen, for I was certain that my own knowledge was still too 
incomplete and that he should be taught by Jamgön Kongtrül Rinpoche: after all, Akong and I 
were boys of the same age. 

Winter was now coming on and on the day of our departure snow fell in enormous flakes; 
as there were no trees the whole place was under a sheet of white and it was bitterly cold. 
There is even a proverb about that part of Tibet: 'the coldness of this land will stop tea from 
pouring', but in spite of the weather all the monks accompanied us part of the way as a token 
of goodbye. They were all so friendly that this was one of the most memorable farewells I 
had ever experienced. Akong Tulku and I had become great friends and he was sad at our 
parting, but I told him we would meet again very soon at my guru's monastery. I said 'It is 
inconsistent that I who have not finished my own studies and am not fully qualified to teach 
should be asked to be your guru; you must go to Jamgön Kongtrül.' Akong Rinpoche and his 
monks escorted us for three miles as far as the lake and then we separated. 

The people around had heard about me whilst I was at Drölma Lhakhang and I received 
many invitations to visit their local monasteries on my return journey; unfortunately I was not 
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able to accept them. The only place I really wanted to make sure of visiting was the 
monastery of Karma, the third in importance in the Karma-kagyü school, and we made our 
way towards it. 

The whole area around the monastery, known as Karma-geru, is famous for its art. Since 
early in the fifteenth century its artists have worked all over Tibet and are known as the Gabri 
School. All the villagers earn their living by painting. I visited the village of Pating, whose 
headman was considered to be the leading artist of thearea; at his home I found him painting 
scrolls (tankas) and at the same time he was teaching other young artists, while his studio was 
crowded with pictures of all sizes, in different stages of completion. His pupils were also 
taught to work in clay, how to make their own brushes, to prepare their own canvasses and 
mix their colours. His own work was so lovely that it used to be said 'The tankas that Gonpo-
dorje paints do not need to be blest'. 

All the houses belonging to the villagers contained wonderful paintings and carvings, and 
their shrine rooms were in the same style as those of the monasteries. The headman's house 
was particularly beautiful as it held the works of many generations of his family, the early 
ones being the most perfect. The walls were painted with historical or mythical designs, the 
scrolls were all of religious sub- 

 
jects, and the pillars and ceilings showed decorative designs of birds and flowers which 

are characteristic of the Gabri school. 
On the Opposite side of the river the people specialized in goldsmith's and silversmith's 

work, particularly in smelting and casting these precious metals. All this was most interesting 
and, since the villagers were so skilled, I expected the monastery to be even more fascinating 
artistically. 

The track leading to it runs beside the river which cascades through a narrow gorge 
bordered by high blueish rocks. At its further end an almost perpendicular rock towers above 
the others. High up is an outcrop of yellowstone in the form of a seated Buddha, beside which 
many sacred texts have been carved even though the rock is so steep that it would seem 
impossible for any man to have climbed up to carve them. A waterfall splashes down beside 
the image causing a perpetual rainbow to arch over it. Suddenly beyond this, the gorge opens 
out into a wide valley where the monastery of Karma was founded by Rangjung-dorje (1284-
1339). It looks out over wide fields with the river flowing through them. It was of the greatest 
interest to me to see it, both from the historical point of view and by reason of its superb 
architecture, decorations and furnishings. Special masons had been brought from Central 
Tibet to construct its outside walls which were built out of very small stones. Its abbot had 
recently died and his incarnation had not yet been found, so when we arrived we were 
welcomed and received by the regent abbot, who personally conducted us over the 
monastery. 

Through the entrance porch, with its staircases at each side leading up to the gallery, we 
entered the great hall which is said to be the second largest in Tibet. This was used for all 
important services, for chanting the choral office and when addressing large gatherings. The 
high roof over the central part of the hall rested on one hundred pillars made from solid tree-
trunks some Sixteen to twenty feet in circumference. These were lacquered vermillion with 
designs in yellow, blue and gold, and their spreading capitals were of the type peculiar to 
Tibetan architecture. The hall was dimly lit from windows above the gallery which rested on 
four hundred shorter pillars, some of them made of sandal-wood brought from India. There 
were various rooms opening out of the gallery some of which formed the abbot's apartment. 
Twelve shrine sanctuaries off the central hall were used for devotions and in one of them 
there were life sized sculptures of all the incarnations of Gyalwa Karmapa, the Supreme 
Lama of the Order; up to the eighth incarnation of the line the workmanship was perfect, but 
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with the remaining seven it showed some deterioration. This point struck me and I felt that it 
might be possible for me to do something to revive Tibetan art, but Communist oppression 
was soon to put an end to any such dreams. One shrine room held the great library, the third 
largest in Tibet, containing a vast collection of manuscripts and also Sanskrit texts believed to 
date from the eighth century. The whole suggested that at one time the Karma-ka-gyüschool 
had been exceedingly flourishing and that the best of Buddhist art had been preserved here. 

Inside the great hall the walls were painted with wonderful scenes from the life of the Lord 
Buddha, and with scenes from the history of the Karma-ka-gyü school. Between the 
entrances to the shrine sanctuaries there were shelves along the walls on which gold and 
silver lamps burned perpetually. The lion throne placed in the centre of the hall was made of 
sandal-wood brought from a holy place in India; its back was of dark sandal-wood painted 
with a gold design and with a piece of gold brocade in the centre hung round with a white 
scarf. The throne was carved with lion designs and the brocade on its cushions had been 
given by the Emperor Tohan Timur when the third Karmapa was invited to China. At the end 
of the hall, behind the throne, three entrances led into a tremendously lofty chamber, divided 
in three to hold the images of the past, present and future Buddhas; these were so gigantic 
that the measurement across the eyes was five feet. The central image was of Shakyamuni, 
the present Buddha, made of moulded brass heavily gilt; all the limbs and various parts of the 
body had been cast separately and put together, but the head was cast in one piece with a 
large diamond in the centre of the forehead which, according to local stories, came from the 
mouth of the celestial hawk Garuda. The image had been designed by the eighth Gyalwa 
Karmapa (1507-1554) and he him-self had carved the sandal-wood throne. The images of the 
past and future Buddhas were made of clay mixed with consecrated herbs; they were 
decorated with precious stones and each had a ruby on its forehead. A table for offerings was 
placed before each image. 

Seen from the outside, the monastery was a grand sight with the fast flowing river below 
and the screen of mountains behind. It was built in three tiers; the uppermost roof over the 
high chamber of the three Buddha images was gilt surmounted by a golden serto, a crest 

ornament denoting dignity, largely used in Tibet over monasteries, houses and even placed 
on horses' heads for riders of rank; golden chains hung with small bells ran from the serto to 
the top of the roof which also bore larger bells at each corner. The roof of the large hall 
spread out below, again with bells at its corners, and below it a third roof covered the gallery 
rooms and the cloisters outside the shrines; this also carried bells and carved wooden lions 
jutted out from the stone walls below them. The two lower roofs were not gilded, but above 
the gallery rooms there was a row of carved gilt medallions. The cloisters contained eight 
Buddha images and four stupas ten feet high, made of precious metals and placed under gilt 
canopies. All these had been brought from India in former times; three of the stupas came 
from Nalanda, one of the most famous Buddhist monastic universities in that country. 

The Monastery of Karma was a wonderful example of the artistry of the incarnation of 
Gyalwa Karmapa and especially of the seventh, eighth, ninth and tenth of the line; these 
lamas were experts in carving, sculpture, painting and embroidery and in smelting and 
casting precious metals. Karma was a unique example of the beauty of the traditional art of 
Tibet. It was also at the time when these lamas lived that there was a rennaissance of spiritual 
teaching all over Tibet to which they made a valuable contribution; their writings contained 
important teaching to the effect that the metaphysical and the contemplative ways must be 
brought together. 

On the hill opposite the monastery a little retreat had been built, approached by a winding 
path, with beside it a cluster of tamarisk bushes disposed in the form of the letter ka for 
'Karma'. 

When I left Karma monastery many invitations came which I could not accept because of 
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the special devotions always held at Surmang during the last twelve days of each year. This 
was considered to be an occasion of great importance, but I had not been able to take part in it 
since I was eleven, having always been away at that particular time. It was the celebration of 
the Buddha-mandala the 'Wheel of Supreme Bliss' (Khorlo-demchog) and it was combined 
with a rite of the guardian divinity Gonpo Chaskipa (the Four armed Protector). These rites 
included meditation and chanting accompanied by drums and cymbals; wind instruments 
joined in at the start and end of the chants. The monks had to arrange that there should be no 
lapse of attendance during the day or night and none of them could expect more than four 
hours sleep. This religious ceremony at the end of each year was intended to dispel evil and 
to build up new spiritual strength for the year about to begin. I had only been able to attend it 
three times before, and the monks rejoiced that I could be with them once more. I was so 
young the first time that I was only allowed to be a spectator, and then only during the day; 
on the other two occasions, when I had taken part in the whole rite, I had found it very long 
and tiring, but this year, although I was not yet fifteen, I could both understand and enjoy it. 

When this rite was over, I went to spend the New Year with the hermits at Dorje 
Kyungdzong away from the bustle of the monastery, after which I was eagerly looking 
forward to being able to return to my studies at Sechen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

A MANY-SIDED TRAINING 
 
THIS was the year 1954, and when I returned to Surmang I found that great changes had 

taken place everywhere. The Chinese had opened shops in all the larger towns, selling cloth, 
crockery, blue Chinese overalls and much else besides. In my monastery, some of the monks 
were wearing new robes of a slightly different style, no longer hand woven, but machine 
made. In the villages the women were buying modern perfumes and other exotic luxuries. My 
secretary had been appointed a member of the municipality under the Communists. There had 
been gifts of magazines such as the People's Pictorial, and our monks had been given posters 
with Communist slogans and asked to put them on the walls of the monastery; this they had 
very properly refused to do. Early in 1953 a Chinese official came to Jyekundo, the large 
trading town which the Chinese had established as the district capital. Though he had seen me 
before, he now wanted to ask what I thought of the Communist regime. He presented me with 
a roll of orange brocade and a large picture of Mao Tse-tung, and through an interpreter he 
described Peking, how it was the largest city in the world and what exciting things were 
happening there all the time. He said 'the late emperor's palace is so large it takes twenty-four 
hours to walk round it. I cannot explain these wonderful things, you must come and see them 
for yourself; the People's Government invites you.' My senior lamas were so uneasy, they 
advised me not to reply. These Communist officials appeared to me as quite a different sort 
of human being, not only in their costumes, but in their whole behaviour-; their smiles had a 
significance different from the smiles of Tibetans: I could not understand it at all. 

Even so, when I was shown a map of the world in one of the magazines, I longed to know 
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what sort of lives other people led. Hitherto, Europeans had only travelled by the trade routes, 
or to Lhasa, and they were few and far between; outside the district towns no one had ever set 
eyes on one. When I was with my guru at Sechen, I had wanted to learn other languages and 
had begun with the Amdo dialect which has a different pronunciation and uses words that are 
elsewhere obsolete; now I wanted to learn more, and hoped one day to become familiar with 
the European language and lettering. 

However, other studies lay ahead of me; Rolpa-dorje Rinpoche and the senior lamas 
thought it was now time for me to learn religious ceremonial dancing. According to monastic 
rules, secular dancing is not permitted, but the Buddhist dancing iS a spiritual exercise in 
awareness. The Lord Buddha is portrayed in sculpture and painting making different gestures 
(mudra), each of which has its own special significance. And so it is with our dancing; each 
step and each movement of the hands, arms and head has its own symbolical meaning and 
brings an increase of understanding both to dancers and spectators. This is seldom understood 
in the West where this deeply religious art is still at times miscalled 'devil dancing'. Nothing 
could be more ill-founded. These dances have no connection with magic and still less with 
sorcery, for they originally came from Buddhist India and embody the methods of different 
spiritual Masters. 

The form that I was to learn came through Naropa, the 'spiritual grandfather' of Milarepa, 
and expresses the ascent from the level of a beginner to final realization. It is called the 'Great 
Gathering' (Tsogchen) and is based on the Wheel of Supreme Bliss (Khorlodemchog) which 
is a mandala of the Sambhogakaya or 'Bliss body of Buddhahood'. This dance is a speciality 
of Surmang. 

When the main assembly hall of the Varskka vihara was not being used for other 
purposes, the religious dancing was rehearsed there, since this house lay further up the slope 
and at some distance from other monastery buildings so that the noise of the dancing could 
not be heard. The venerable Lhapten who was the dorjeobpon (master of rites) was our 
instructor; he rejoiced in being able to hand on his great knowledge, for he was extremely 
expert and although about sixty-five he was still a very good dancer. 

It was all a great change; in the monastery my work had all been sedentary, now it was all 
movement; thirty-five of us had at first to practise with the hand-drum. Afterwards, when I 
was in India, I found the identical instrument in old Indian paintings in a museum, 

and this proved to me that its use originated there. This work with the drum was, in fact, 
more difficult than the actual dancing, for the arm has to be held up at full stretch for over an 
hour at a time, then as the drum is twisted in the hand, the two weights attached to long cords 
rap on the vellum. To do this properly is far from easy and most tiring to start with. The drum 
is held in the right hand and symbolizes Compassion, while the bell in the left hand 
symbolizes Voidness of ultimate content. We practised in this way daily from morning till 
evening with only an hour's break. In the evening we had to memorize the fundamental 
principles of the dancing and to learn the chants that go with it. 

My tutor, Apho-karma, helped me on this course; he was very knowledgeable about these 
things though hardly a good dancer himself, but he gave me private instruction, for he was 
anxious for me to excel. He expressed the thought that I should have some spare time to rest 
in order to offset all this physical exertion and did his best to help by giving me massage; he 
also began to worry about my health, since at the start I suffered a good deal through my 
muscles being in such poor condition; but in a month's time I grew stronger. By then we were 
practising other movements and I could work nearly all day long without getting tired. 
Naturally I was not one of the better pupils, for the other monks had started in good 
condition; I knew that I lagged behind them, though they and our teacher always tried to be 
encouraging. Still I enjoyed it very much, and the difficulties reminded me of the time when I 
practised prostration under Rölpa-dorje Rinpoche. 
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The course went on for three and a half months without interruption, for there was a great 
deal to learn. The dancing had three hundred and sixty different themes symbolic of the 
number of days in the year, and of the same number of worldly thoughts that must be 
transformed into the three hundred and sixty forms of Wisdom. 

At the end we had a dress rehearsal and were watched by an unofficial audience. We 
appeared in our best robes and I had to lead the dance which was most embarrassing, for I 
knew that some of the others were better than I. Alas, in their kindness the audience made no 
comment, but this made me even more aware that I really needed criticism, and I realized 
how grateful I must be to my tutor for treating me objectively and never hesitating to correct 
me. 

After three months at the Varshka Vihara I had to decide whether 
to go back to Sechen or to stay on for further dancing lessons. I chose to go to my guru 

without delay for, as I told my secretary, it was already the beginning of summer, and if I did 
not leave at once, the river Drichu might again be in spate and difficult to cross. 

As we were preparing to start we learned that His Holiness the Dalai Lama and other 
senior lamas had been invited to visit China. Some of my monks were very upset, fearing that 
the Chinese would not allow His Holiness to return to Tibet; others, however, felt that his 
visit might help, for he would surely make a good impression on the Communists. 

Apho-karma did not want to come with me, saying that he felt old and exhausted and that 
at Sechen he could no longer help me for I would be under my own guru. I was very sad to 
leave him behind for he had done so much for me with his ready advice and deep under-
standing. Now he reminded me that I could not hide behind a tutor all my life, adding: 'On 
this journey you can make the experilnent of relying on your own judgment, but once at 
Sechen, you will be under Jamgön Kongtrül; everything will be in his hands and you will not 
have to worry about anything.' 

Many monks and friends came to bid us farewell and my table was piled with scarves 
offered in token of good wishes. I said goodbye to Rolpa-dorje Rinpoche, and we set off 
escorted by our many friends for the first stage of our journey. This time we took a different 
route, through the most beautiful country I had ever seen. For three days among the high 
mountains we did not see a single human being, though there were all sorts of animals such 
as foxes, musk-rats and deer, while at night we had to put a guard on our pack animals to 
protect them from brown bears. The whole country-side was ablaze with flowers. 

On our arrival at Sechen, I found that Jamgön Kongtrül was no longer at his own 
residence, but was living in the seminary. We learned that the latter had been enlarged and 
that there were many more monks and tulkus present. He was not expecting me, but 
expressed delight at my arrival. Many old friends were still there and all told me that this time 
I must really complete my studies. My guru was giving a course of lectures on 'The Seven 
Treasuries', the works of Longchen-ramjam, a great teacher of the Nyingma school. He said 
that it was a most auspicious moment for me to join them and that the teaching would be his 
spiritual gift of welcome: 

he would give me personal instruction on the previous parts that I had missed. 
Visitors were continually coming for the teaching, who camped in tents all round the 

seminary. The atmosphere was quite different to Surmang; I found itso happy and peaceful in 
spite of the crowds and the noise, everyone was intent on gaining further spiritual knowledge; 
we all felt how the monks at Sechen had a particular charm, from those who did the menial 
tasks, upwards, it was like a big happy family. 

Academically I had less work to do here and this gave me more time for meditation. 
A fortnight later, the course was finished and the summer vacation began. As Jamgön 

Kontrül was going back to his residence he advised me to travel with my monks to visit the 
famous Chentze Rinpoche at Dzongsar Monastery, four days' journey away in the valley of 
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the Dri-chu. Four of the professors (khenpos) accompanied us and we set off southwards. On 
the third day we stopped at Manikengo as we had been told the story of a very saintly man 
who had died there the previous year. We went to the house where he had lived, and met his 
son and his wife who recounted the miracle that had occurred at the old man's death. 

In his lifetime he had erected a group of 'Mani stones' on which he had carved a great 
number of mantras and sutras and he had also set up a choten (stupa) among them. 

In his youth he had been a servant with a wealthy family, but in middle age he left his 
employment to receive meditational instruction in a monastery. Though he had to work for 
his living by day, he spent most of his nights in contemplation only allowing himself two to 
three hours' sleep. His compassion was so great that he always helped everyone in need, and 
opened his house at all times to pilgrims and the very poor. While carrying out his daily work 
he used to practise meditation in his own way, though his son who was a monk told him that 
he should carry out more formal spiritual exercises, but this he could not accept. Though he 
had hitherto always been in good health, three years before his death he fell ill and his family 
began to be very worried, yet he himself appeared to become increasingly happy. He 
composed and sang his own songs of praise instead of traditional Buddhist chants. As his 
illness became more and more serious, lamas and doctors were called in, with his son telling 
him that he must now remember all the teaching 

that he had received, at which he smiled, saying 'I have forgotten it all, and anyway there 
is nothing to remember; everything is illusion, yet I am confident that all is well.' Just before 
his death the old man said 'When I die you must not move my body for a week; this is all that 
I desire.' 

They wrapped his dead body in old clothes and called in lamas and monks to recite and 
chant. The body was carried into a small room, little bigger than a cupboard and it was noted 
that though the old man had been tall the body appeared to have become smaller; at the same 
time a rainbow was seen over the house. On the sixth day on looking into the room the family 
saw that it had grown still smaller. A funeral service was arranged for the morning of the 
eighth day and men came to take the body to the cemetery; when they undid the coverings 
there was nothing inside except nails and hair. The villagers were astounded, for it would 
have been impossible for anyone to have come into the room, the door was always kept 
locked and the window of the little resting place was much too small. 

The family reported the event to the authorities and also went to ask Chentze Rinpoche 
about the meaning of it. He told them that such a happening had been reported several times 
in the past and that the body of the saintly man has been absorbed into the Light. They 
showed me the nails and the hair and the small room where they had kept the body. We had 
heard of such things happening, but never at first hand, so we went round the village to ask 
for further information. Everyone had seen the rainbow and knew that the body had 
disappeared. This village was on the main route from China to Lhasa and the people told me 
that the previous year when the Chinese heard about it they were furious and said the story 
must not be talked about. 

The following day we reached the monastery of Dzongsar which belonged to the Sakya 
school. The present Chentze Rinpoche had been brought up there; his guru had been Situ of 
Kathog Monastery, the disciple of the renowned teacher the great Chentze Rinpoche whose 
path the present Chentze had followed. 

On our arrival we found there were more visitors than residents; they had come from all 
the different Buddhist schools of Tibet, for the seminary specialized in a great variety of 
teachings. We were given accommodation in the monastery and made an appointment to be 
received by Chentze Rinpoche on the following day.  

Our party went together for a formal introduction, exchanging the traditional scarves etc. 
after which, the lama talked to me alone. His room had been left exactly as it was in the time 

 22



of the great Chentze and seemed still to exude the power of his spirituality. Chentze came 
down from his throne and sat on a cushion in front of me with a welcoming smile. There was 
a sense of peace, happiness and warmth all around him, but there was also a sense of awe, his 
words were so profound. He said that he was always glad to meet a disciple of Jamgön 
Kongtrül and particularly one who is the incarnation of the tenth Trungpa Tulku who had also 
been one of his own teachers; he added 'you and I are the sons of the same spiritual father'. 
He felt that he had no further teaching to give me since I had studied under so great a master 
already, but at my request he agreed to perform the empowerment rite of Kalachakra (the 
Wheel of Time) for our party and would also instruct me privately. Although I was only there 
for a month, I learned a great deal and a deep understanding grew between us. Chentze 
Rinpoche said to me 'You must look after and guide yourself, as in the future there will be no 
further teachers. A new era has begun in which the pure doctrine of the Lord Buddha lies in 
the hands of individuals; each one is separately responsible, for I do not think that we can 
carry on in the way we have done up till now. We can no longer rely on groups and 
communities. The situation is very serious, many of us are old, and perhaps it is young people 
like you, the new generation, who shall bear the burden.' 

While we were at Dzongsar, we had a strange experience. Knowing that the monastery 
was the centre for a great many visitors, lamas, scholars and devotees, the Communists came 
with a propaganda film complete with its own batteries to give us a show. It covered their 
activities in Tibet from 1949 to 1953, and showed how much they had accomplished there 
with their so called improvements, such as roads, schools and hospitals, and how the Red 
Army had been warmly welcomed by the Tibetans. Since there was no public hall in which 
they could show the film, they made use of one of the sacred temples. Chentze Rinpoche was 
forced to be present, for if he were there everyone else would have to attend: this was the first 
time I had seen a film. 

The morning of our departure was a sad one, especially with those last words from 
Chentze Rinpoche uppermost in my mind. I asked him to promise that we would meet again 
and that I would be given more time to study under him. His presence seemed to be with me 
for many miles of the journey. 

During the interval, before the start of the new term at Sechen, I decided to spend all my 
time in meditation under my guru. Tulku Aten who was still with me as my advisor, now told 
me that before we left Surmang the authorities had said that I must not remain away for too 
long as I was needed in the monasteries, so I should finish my studies as quickly as possible. I 
consulted my guru who advised me to stay at Sechen for a little longer as I needed further 
instruction in meditation and Tulku Aten went back to Surmang to tell them how matters 
stood. I was now left with Lama Pega as my attendant and one Tsering, who like myself was 
anxious to have further instruction in meditation. 

This was the time of year when young monks, particularly those from distant monasteries, 
went out with their begging bowls to collect food for the winter: those who belonged to 
Sechen were usually supported by local people. Since, however, many of the monks at 
Sechen were disciples of my previous incarnation, they looked after me and I accepted their 
help as it was important for me to study. 

When the new term began we had to go on with our work from where we had left off; we 
started with the Abhidharma, the metaphysical portion of the old Buddhist canon, and 
continued with Pratimoksha which deals with monastic rules; we had also to study rhetoric 
and logic, though not so extensively as in some other schools. All the teaching was given 
orally, and we only made a few notes at the time for our own use. 

The master encouraged me to make a comparative study of the different schools, and 
would explain their meeting points. He listened to my criticisms, but would say, 'It is no use 
just having theories, you must reflect about the meaning: you must not accept anything just 
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because it is given as the teaching of Buddha, but always examine it for yourself. You must 
follow the Middle Way; if a statement is found in the scriptures, it rests with you to find out 
what it really means in order to have true faith. Knowledge must be tested in the same way as 
gold; first refined, then beaten and made smooth till it becomes the right colour and shows 
that it is pure gold.' 

I was delighted when Akong Tulku arrived at Sechen for the New Year celebrations; we 
had become fast friends when I visited Drölma Lhakhang and gave the rite of the 'Treasury of 
the Mine of Precious Teaching': I had then done all I could to persuade him to come to 
Sechen to receive instruction from Jamgön Kontrül, and I wanted him to experience the 
wonderful atmosphere there. His party had had an extremely difficult journey, for the whole 
country was under ice and snow. Five Drölma Lhakhang monks had accompanied him, but 
soon returned to their monastery and only his tutor remained with him. 

 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER NINE 

THE DALAI LAMA'S VISIT 
 
 
ON his return journey in 1955, after a year's visit to China, the Dalai Lama wanted to 

travel by way of East Tibet in order to be able to meet his people there; but unfortunately he 
was delayed by earthquakes that had caused damage to some of the northern roads, and he 
was forced to change his plans for it was only possible to visit those places that could be 
reached by car: so he delegated three high ranking lamas to represent him elsewhere. These 
were his junior tutor Trijang Rinpoche, Chung Rinpoche and Gyalwa Karmapa; the latter was 
to take his place at Pepung Monastery. I received a letter from Gyalwa Karmapa just before 
the end of the Sechen term, informing me of these plans and telling me to come to Pepung 
where a council was to be held to decide on the arrangements to be made to receive the Dalai 
Lama's message: all the abbots of the Ka-gyji school were expected to attend it. After 
notifying Surmang I started off with Akong Tulku, my two Surmang monks and a monk from 
Sechen who fortunately had a mule. Both Akong and I had already sent our horses back to 
our monasteries and though the abbots at Sechen offered to lend us theirs as well as some 
tents, I thought that we should do the journey on foot, while our baggage could be carried on 
the mule. Travelling proved difficult, for the spring snow was very soft and heavy; there was 
no wind and we suffered a good deal from snow-blindness. 

When we reached Pepung we found that my bursar and Aphokarma, whom I had not seen 
for some time, together with many other senior lamas had already arrived. They were 
surprised that our party had travelled on foot. 

Gyalwa Karmapa, as the representative of the Dalai Lama, was accompanied by Chinese 
and Tibetan officials besides having a Chinese body-guard; we had little time to change from 
our travel stained clothes into our brocade robes to be ready to pay our respects to him. He 
was very friendly and told me that he had been waiting for me. We had tea together, when he 
told me how relieved he was to be back in Tibet; he said that the Chinese had appeared 
friendly, but that life in China seemed to be rather superficial. He was interested to hear about 
my studies. 

The following day Gyalwa Karmapa gave the Dalai Lama's message to the assembly 
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saying: 
'His Holiness deeply regrets that he has not been able to accept the invitation from the Ka-

gyüpas himself. He asks people to understand the present situation in Tibet and how 
important it is for everyone to keep to their religious institutions. A great responsibility rests 
upon the leaders who must help both the monastic and the lay population. Everyone should 
be co-operative and remember that all are brothers.' 

 
Then Gyalwa Karmapa went on to tell us about the visit to China. They had been treated 

very hospitably: the orderliness and the material advances in the country had been brought to 
their notice, but he said nothing about the religious and personal freedom of the people. 

We could understand that the Dalai Lama and his party were not free to voice their own 
opinions. Between the lines, one could realize what conditions were really like in China, and 
what might happen in Tibet. The whole programme, as well as the Dalai Lama's itinerary, 
was obviously being controlled by the Communists. 

 
The abbot of Pepung monastery, Taisitu Rinpoche, who was second in importance in the 

Karma-ka-gyu school, had died some years before and no re4ncarnation had been found. Up 
till then Gyalwa Karmapa had been unable to give any indication where to look. The 
monastic committee now renewed the hope that the time had come for a vision and that 
Gyalwa Karmapa might perform the enthronement ceremony whilst he was still at Pepung. 
But the latter felt very uncertain about it; he had been much disturbed since his visit to China. 
He meditated for three days and on the fourth he had a vision. He called the regent abbot and 
the secretary and asked them to arrange for the enthronement at once, for he could now tell 
them where the incarnation had taken place. Everyone rejoiced and started immediately to 
make the preparations. 

 
That same afternoon they went back to him for his final directions. He told them to go the 

following morning to a place where they would find the incarnation and gave them the full 
names of the parents, for he was in no doubt; all three must immediately be brought to 
Pepung. The monastery sent out invitations to attend the ceremony to the King of Derge, to 
lamas of neighbouring monasteries and to important laymen in the district. 

The king arrived in great state with thirty-five counsellors and three hundred other people 
in his suite. His procession was led by a row of monk musicians, with other monks who were 
waving censers. The king wore a shirt of lemon coloured brocade under a gold brocade coat, 
with pantaloons of white silk tucked into long boots; his jewelled sword in a carved gold 
scabbard hung from his belt. He had a gold amulet box slung across his chest; his hat was of 
gold brocade with red tassels round the crown and a large diamond on the top. His four senior 
ministers wore the same sort of costume, but of deep yellow brocade; the other ministers 
were in crimson brocade; all wore rubies on their hats. The rest of the suite followed in 
ordinary festival clothes. All the party rode on horses bedecked with gay trappings. 
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The enthronement ceremony was held in the large assembly hall; the whole place, 

including the pillars, was decorated with gold brocade hangings as well as beautiful tankas 
depicting the life of the Buddha and the line of the Ka-gyü school. The senior lamas were in 
their gold brocade tongas (waistcoats) under maroon robes and cloaks with golden stoles at 
the back. Gyalwa Karmapa's throne at the right and the abbot's throne on the left, each with 
five cushions, were at the end of the hall, while the tulkus sat in rows leading up to them. 
Each throne had a number of cushions on it which varied according to the standing of the 
particular tulku, either four, three, two or a single one on the floor; all were covered in gold 
brocade: 

I was given four cushions. The king sat behind us on five cushions nearest to Gyalwa 
Karmapa's throne, with his ministers and the neighbouring laity below him. The rest of the 
monks were on low benches covered with rugs. Against the wall on the opposite side to the 
king an elaborate altar had been erected. 

Gyalwa Karmapa conducted the ceremony of enthronement; scarves and gifts were piled 
on the table, and a khenpo gave a two hours' talk on the history of Buddhism, also on the 
history of the monastery, and expressed everyone's gratitude that the incarnation 
had been found. The following day a party was arranged for the king, and invitations were 
sent to particular lamas. For several weeks afterwards offerings were placed before the altar, 
including thousands of butter lamps, sacrificial cakes (tormas), flowers and incense. In return 
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the king gave a dinner to the regent abbot and senior monks who, when he left, accompanied 
him some distance on his journey. In Tibet this is always a mark of respect. 

 
After the enthronement, a message was received from the Dalai Lama to say when he 

would be arriving in Derge; he would be staying at the king's palace. Gyalwa Karmapa made 
this announcement to all the lamas present; there was a discussion about how to approach His 
Holiness and what other arrangements should be made. Particular forms, ceremonies and 
rules of costume had to be observed and many gifts, of which there was a prescribed list, had 
to be offered: a monk had to read from an illuminated script, couched in poetic form, with 
many flourishes begging the acceptance of the gifts by His Holiness. The first gift had to be a 
white scarf, followed by a gold image of the Buddha, a scripture and a model of a stupa, or a 
bell and dorje, as symbols of long life of the body, speech and mind; also five rolls of 
coloured cloth and the skins of a tiger, a leopard, a fox and an otter. The Dalai Lama would 
also be offered the traditional gifts of a set of robes, gold and silver coins, rolls of brocade, 
food, horses and cattle etc., finally another white scarf, for this is auspicious, being the 
symbol of purity. 

On this occasion Gyalwa Karmapa would officiate at the presentation of all the gifts from 
Pepung as well as those from the neighbouring monasteries and from the important laity of 
the district; they would all be placed together in the centre of the hall in the prescribed order. 

At the finish of the council meeting, Gyalwa Karmapa was invited to come for a rest at the 
summer residence of some of the higher ranking lamas at Pepung. These private residences 
were situated about half a mile from the monastery; they were charmingly built, with their 
own gardens and stables. The Chinese officials and bodyguard, being still with Gyalwa 
Karmapa, were also able to relax there; they played football in the garden and we were able 
to talk to them in a most friendly way and even to joke with them. Away from Communist 
authority, they were natural and seemed to take an interest in everything. At that time many 
Tibetans were on excellent terms with the Chinese, as long as the latter were out of sight of 
the Party members in charge. 

While Gyalwa Karmapa was resting we were still able to go to have informal talks and 
teaching from him and I spoke to him about my idea of enlarging the seminary at D-dtsi-til; 
he was most encouraging in spite of the Chinese situation. All this month I spent the time 
usefully by meeting abbots and professors from other monasteries, while in the evenings and 
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early mornings I worked at my own studies. Apho-karma realized that I had learned a lot 
during the past year and began at last to treat me as an adult. 

During the time that Gyalwa Karmapa was away, the committee at Pepung had established 
a camp near Derge Gonchen, the capital of Derge, for we expected that His Holiness would 
spend a night with us. This meant a very large camp; five hundred tents were required since, 
besides those destined for the Dalai Lama and his party, about four hundred others were 
needed for all the Ka-gyu lamas who had attended the council meeting. It was necessary to 
obtain the approval of both Tibetan and Chinese officials for these arrangements. When 
Gyalwa Karmapa returned to us, we all left for the camp. 

The special tent for His Holiness had a separate bedroom and sitting room and was 
beautifully decorated throughout. Another tent was needed for audiences and this housed the 
Dalai Lama's throne; there were more tents for committee and cabinet meetings and for the 
rest of his party. Each tent was of a different size, shape and design; most of them were lined 
with white silk adorned with brocade hangings and tankas. A gold plated serto (crest 
ornament), the emblem of dignity, rose over each tent; the tent-ropes were black with red 
ornaments, and the pegs took the form of gilt images of various demigods; flowers had been 
planted all round and the whole camp looked very welcoming. 

The day before His Holiness was expected to reach the king's palace we made ready to go 
to meet him. First, a procession was organized to escort Gyalwa Karmapa to Derge Gonchen 
whose monks, belonging to the Sakya school, were to be our hosts. The procession was very 
colourful; eighty abbots preceded Gyalwa Karmapa and his staff, and he was followed by 
three hundred monks; everyone was on horseback. The senior lamas wore their maroon robes 
under long sleeved yellow brocade riding coats, with vermillian stoles draped across their 
shoulders; a cord round the waist and across one shoulder held everything in position, being 
clasped at the back by a gold amulet-case and joined in front with a gold tassel. They wore 
their summer hats of gold lacquer with round crowns and brims. The horses were gaily 
caparisoned and carried the ornament of the serto between their ears; their saddles were 
plated with gold while the flaps were of gold brocade. 

As we approached the monastery which lay near the king's principal palace, monks with 
banners and musical instruments came to escort us along the road, and at the monastery we 
were welcomed by other musicians on the roof. 

The king himself belonged to the Sakya school, so he had invited Phuntsog-photrang 
Rinpoche the head of that school, together with his party, to be guests at another of his 
residences. 

The Dalai Lama was due to arrive the following day; he was to stay with the king at the 
chief palace. When his car was some two miles away the king with Phuntsog-photrang and 
Gyalwa Karmapa drove out, also in cars, to meet him. He was accompanied by his tutor, and 
his staff followed in two more cars. Thousands of people were lining the road which was 
decorated with designs in coloured sand and had a white cloth laid upon it for the cars to pass 
over; they had crowded in from all parts of the district to greet the Dalai Lama, but were very 
disappointed at seeing so little of him, since the Chinese authorities had insisted that he 
should travel in a closed car. The king and the two abbots escorted the Dalai Lama's party 
back to the palace, all going at a very slow pace with a monk walking behind the Dalai 
Lama's car carrying a ceremonial umbrella. The abbots of both schools stood in rows a short 
distance from the palace, Sakyapas on the right hand side and Ka-gyüpas on the left, but like 
the country crowds we could hardly see His Holiness shut up, as he was, in the closed car, 
nor did we see the party alight outside the palace where the king's ministers were waiting on 
the steps; the king himself, carrying incense sticks, then conducted the Dalai Lama into the 
palace to the welcoming sound of music. 

Next day His Holiness gave a wangkur and a short talk in the great hall of the monastery. 
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He said that our religion should come foremost in our lives to bind us together, but we should 
try to have a friendly attitude towards the Chinese. We sat in the first row and it was almost 
unbelievable and extremely moving for us to see His Holiness in our part of Tibet. Despite 
official pomp and ceremony, the Dalai Lama made it evident that he had come as a friend to 
his people, smiling his greeting as he went to his throne escorted by his solemn, formal 
officials. He made us feel that he really wanted to be among us in East Tibet which he had 
been unable to visit before. He gave me personally a wider vision, since I now understood 
what it meant to be the incarnation of Avalokiteshvara the Bodhisattva of Compassion, for 
this was apparent in the Dalai Lama's serenity and radiance, which one could feel was part of 
him. We were beginning to lose heart, for the Communists were becoming so powerful; it 
seemed as if our happy days were coming to an end: however, the presence of His Holiness 
gave us renewed hope that the spiritual teaching and culture of Tibet would not be entirely 
swept away. Yet it was sad to see him looking so thin and strained as a result of the heavy 
burden he had to carry. 

While we were at Derge Gönchen we were taken over parts of the palace which was very 
interesting. It was already old when the great king of Derge, Ch-gyal Tenpa-tsering, after 
having conquered the surrounding province, made Derge Gönchen his capital in the 
eighteenth century. He used to travel incognito all round the districts to see for himself in 
what condition his people were living and if justice was being properly administered. We 
were shown the library which he had built. This had its own printing press; the wood-blocks 
for printing the Scriptures (the finest of their kind in Tibet) as well as the printed books 
themselves were stored here. This press was famous all over the country, for there were only 
two other such establishments in Tibet. The library was considered to be a holy place, even 
though work was carried on there, for its books were all connected with Buddhist teaching. 
Chbgyal Tenpatsering, besides being a good ruler, was himself a notable scholar; he was a 
devotee of all the schools and his library contained a variety of important works, among 
them, one hundred and eight volumes of translations of the sutras (the Kangyur), a number of 
old and new translations of the Buddhist tantras and also many volumes of commentary by 
early Indian Buddhist scholars (the Tengyur), all translated from Sanskrit; the great Taisitu 
Choki-jungne had corrected most of the proofs for the printers. The celebrated wood-carvers 
here were known as the Kutsi School. 

 
The king of Derge was still very young and his mother was acting as regent. She gave us 

an audience and we noticed how pale and thin she looked, for she was always under the strain 
of dealing with the 

Chinese and attending their meetings in addition to her work on state affairs. She was 
simply dressed in dark blue brocade and wore small gold earrings, with a reliquary round her 
neck and a turquoise ornament in her hair. 

We also met the head of the Sakya school, Phuntsog-photrang Rinpoche who had been to 
China with the Dalai Lama. He told us that coming back to Tibet had seemed like a dream. 
He had felt before he went away that his country had reached a crisis and that the time had 
come for us all to consider our future more thoughtfully. While he was away he had been 
quite exhausted, so he said, and it was restful to be back here again, but if he seemed lazy and 
wished to forget the experience, we others must not imitate him; those who had not suffered 
the strain of this turmoil might still be able to work out clearly what should be done: it does 
not matter to what school one belongs, all must work together. Before we left he gave us his 
blessing. 

When we were returning to our camp Gyalwa Karmapa asked Sang-gyenyenpa Rinpoche, 
an older lama, to take charge of our party, for at that time most of the Ka-gyü lamas were 
quite young. We were so lively and friendly among ourselves that everyone who saw us was 
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struck by it. 
Back at our camp, we finished our preparations for the Dalai Lama's visit. In the 

afternoon, however, to our great disappointment we received a message that His Holiness 
would be unable to stay the night, because the Chinese required him to return to Central 
Tibet; he could only spend two hours at the camp and take lunch with us. So many people 
had looked forward for months to this visit that the disappointment was general; it was 
apparent that His Holiness was prevented from doing as his people wanted, but had to obey 
the orders of the Communists. 

The next day, he arrived in his car and the welcoming ceremony took place as planned. He 
blessed us by reciting the Heart Sutra of Perfection of Wisdom (Prajnaparamitahridaya 
Sutra) and took a meal with us at the camp, after which the ceremonial offerings were duly 
made to him. He returned all the gifts and only kept the scroll on which the list of gifts had 
been written. He presented the Ka-gyü order with his own brocade robe and some rolls of 
hand-woven cloth and left us with the words 'my thoughts will always be with you; I am 
distressed at being unable to stay the night, but I am really happy to have spent these two 
hours with you.' Before leaving, His Holiness performed the hair cutting ceremony of 
primary Upasaka for the infant Taisitu Lama, whom Gyalwa Karmapa had enthroned at 
Pepung. 

 
While I was at the camp a messenger came from Surmang saying that a senior lama of a 

neighbouring monastery had died and that the monks wanted me to perform the rites. Akong 
Tulku and my two monks took the baggage back to Sechen, and I started on my way, 
travelling for the first day in company with Gyalwa Karmapa as far as Kamtho Trukha where 
the Chinese had installed a ferry to cross the Dri-chu. Here Gyalwa Karmapa left for 
Chamdo, where the Dalai Lama was expected. His last words to me were that I must first 
finish my studies and then improve and enlarge the seminary at Djjdtsi-til. He went away at 
seven o'clock in the morning in rain and mist in a small car provided by the Chinese. It was 
all so quick that there was no opportunity to say goodbye; he had disappeared in a moment, 
waving a white scarf from the car. Other lama friends left at the same time in different 
directions, and I found myself alone with the two Surmang monks. It seemed strangely quiet 
and peaceful after so much bustle, and we rode on through beautiful wild valleys to our 
monastery some seven days' journey away. 

When I reached Surmang we held a meeting for all the monks and the more important 
laity of the district; I told them about the Dalai Lama and I gave them his message; but like 
His Holiness I found myself in the same difficulty, for I could not talk openly, since there 
were many Chinese officials amongst us. However, having seen how restricted even the Dalai 
Lama had to be, I found it easier to impose the necessary restraint upon myself Indeed, not 
having an official position, there was little I could do; I wanted however, to give my people 
as true a picture of the situation as possible, and some idea of what our future aims might be. 
I discussed this with my secretary, the senior lamas and the people's representatives, Some of 
whom had been in contact with the Communists. All had the feelings of loyal Tibetans, but 
thought we were not in a position to do anything other than to accept the Chinese domination. 
At that time there was Some hope that the jurisdiction of the committee which was going to 
be formed in Lhasa, ostensibly under the Dalai Lama, would include East Tibet. 
Unfortunately the Chinese had already divided up the country into separate regions, and our 
region was assigned to Sining which the Chinese considered to be entirely 

separate from Tibet proper. They said 'All Tibet belongs to us, especially the Sining 
district which is not even Tibet. You are part of China, and it would be entirely inappropriate 
to combine you with Central Tibet.' We ourselves always considered that the people who 
speak Tibetan and eat roasted barley (tsampa) as their staple food are Tibetans. 
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Already during the Chinese Nationalist regime of Ma-pu-fang, which preceded the 
Communist invasion, we had gone through much suffering. Very high taxes had been levied, 
but at least we had been allowed liberty of religion; now all we could do was to pray and 
hope that there would be unity in Tibet, under His Holiness the Dalai Lama. 

When I was able to leave Surmang, I visited the monastery where the senior lama had died 
and we held the funeral ceremony. Returning to Düdtsi-til I called a meeting to discuss 
enlarging the seminary as Gyalwa Karmapa had advised. Our present one was only full in the 
summer and very few monks attended it in the winter. It was not even a separate 
establishment; I wanted it to have its own building, as this had been the intention of the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku. He had wanted this to be undertaken as soon as he had established the five 
meditation centres on which he had set his heart, saying, 'If enemies come and destroy the 
building, we in fact lose nothing; the worthwhileness of the deed is eternal.' 

A new seminary would need more ground and many other arrangements would have to be 
made. I discussed these plans with my secretary and though I asked various people for 
donations I said I would like to contribute the monastery's share from my personal funds. 
People were not very enthusiastic, but because of my request they agreed to support the idea. 
We decided that after my next Visit to Sechen, I would bring a khenpo back with me as a 
permanent head for the seminary. 

Soon after this I returned to Sechen; this time Apho-karma, nine other monks and my little 
brother, the nine-year-old incarnate Tamcho--temphel, abbot of the small monastery of 
Kyere, came with me. At Sechen I was welcomed by my guru and many other friends, all of 
whom had doubted whether I would return. I found everyone in the monastery in a state of 
great turmoil. The reason was, so Jamgön Kongtrjil told me, that they had received a letter 
from Chentze Rinpoche saying that he had left the Monastery of Dzongsar for good owing to 
the probability of the further spread of Chinese Communism; he intended to settle 
permanently in India and to make pilgrimages to all the holy places; he died later in Sikkim. 
Everyone was very upset at his departure and Jamgön Kongtrül thought it might be wise to 
leave as well. The whole atmosphere of Sechen was disturbed; finally the latter decided to 
stay on for at least a few more years. 

It gave me great comfort that I could continue my studies, for I was now better able to 
understand and appreciate the teaching; I realized that soon I might have no-one to teach me, 
so the privilege of being in contact with my guru was of greater importance than ever. During 
the summer vacation I studied with redoubled zest under my great teacher and all but 
completed my lessons in meditation as well as the course of philosophic studies. My guru 
told me that I should learn further from his disciple Khenpo Gangshar, one of the six senior 
professors at Sechen, who was not only immensely learned but was also very advanced 
spiritually. I thought this meant that I should invite Khenpo Gangshar to help us at the new 
seminary; but though the friendship between the two monasteries was very close, all this 
would have to be discussed with the abbots and the monastic committee of Sechen in 
consultation with Jamgön Kongtrül. With great kindness they finally agreed to let Khenpo 
Gangshar come to my monastery for an unspecified time. I wanted him to come as soon as 
possible and it was agreed that he would make the journey in six months' time. This meant, of 
course, that I could not stay at Sechen much longer. Though my own training in meditation 
had been completed under Jamgön Kongtrül I still had to qualify as an instructor in this 
spiritual art, besides finishing my theoretical studies. 

The Sechen authorities asked me to attend the summer celebration of guru Padmakara's 
birthday, and this I could not refuse since I expected it would be for the last time. The 
services would last for ten days under Tulku Ramjam Rinpoche, and Jamgön Kongtrül would 
also occasionally attend them. 

The assembly hall at Sechen was very large and dimly lit. The gold on the wonderful wall 
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paintings and hangings reflected the light of the lamps against the red lacquered pillars and, 
following the Mindo-ling tradition, a particularly fragrant incense was used, which permeated 
everywhere. The objects on the shrine were extremely delicate and beautifully arranged, and 
the carved butter ornaments for the sacrificial cakes were real works of art. 

 
On the tenth day of the celebration a religious dance was held: 
its theme was the eight aspects of guru Padmakara, and there were other dances connected 

with the 'wrathful' aspect of the Buddhamandala; these dances were performed by some three 
hundred monks. The costumes were very old and decorative and thousands of people came to 
watch. This was the only anniversary at which women were allowed within the precincts of 
the monastery and they greatly enjoyed this opportunity to visit the beautiful shrines. We 
ended with a Marme-monlam (=prayer with lamps) and all prayed that we might be eternally 
united in the Dharma. 

As I soon had to leave Sechen, my last three weeks were spent with Jamgön Kongtrül 
Rinpoche at his residence. He gave me his final instructions saying 'You have now learned a 
great deal from me, but you must still improve your knowledge. Much comes from one's own 
experience in teaching, reading and contemplating. A teacher must not refuse to help others; 
at the same time he can always learn. This is the way of the Bodhisattvas, who while they 
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helped others, gained further enlightenment themselves. One must be wholely aware of all 
that one does; for in teaching, however expertly, if one's own understanding be insufficient, 
there is danger of simply using words regardless of their spiritual meaning; therefore you 
must still remember that you yourself will continue to be a pupil on the way.' 

 

 
Insert pictures: 
 
Upper: The author (right) with Akong Tulku 
 
Yak skin coracles on the Tsangpo River 
 
A memorable farewell dinner was given for me by the monastic committee of Sechen, for 

though, fundamentally, the monastery belonged to the Nyingma school, there was a close 
affiliation to the Ka-gyu-. Jamgön Kongtrül was both a teacher and a learner of many schools 
and particularly of the Ka-gyu-, and in this he followed the example of his previous 
incarnation. In such an atmosphere our vision was greatly enlarged. When I left this friendly 
and all embracing society I felt a slightly narrower life was closing round me: though within 
my monastery, as with its neighbours, religious study and meditation were continuously 
practised, fewer monks came from other schools. Everything seemed to have slowed down 
especially at Djidtsi-til since the death of the tenth Trungpa Tulku Rinpoche, and I was 
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hoping to revive this spirit of expansion and development. It was a great consolation to me 
that Khenpo Gang-shar had promised to come and help us. However, at Namgyaksc there had 
been some progress; its seminary was attracting scholar- from many different schools. 

 
Akong Tulku came away with me, though he wanted to study further at Sechen. On our 

journey we met many monks carrying their books on the tops of their packs; their first 
exchange was always 'What philosophy have you studied, what courses of meditation, under 
what teacher, and at what monastery?' for the monasteries in that area were in a very 
flourishing state with constant exchange of people seeking instruction in various spiritual 
techniques; there were laymen also engaged on similar pilgrimages. 

It was now apparent that the Communists were becoming more officious; they now 
checked all travellers, and we were told that they sometimes made arrests, though we were 
not actually molested. 

On reaching Surmang I received an invitation to visit China, and the Communists also 
wanted me to join the Central Committee of their party. Since my secretary was already a 
committee member, I said it would be unnecessary for me to join as well, but should he be 
prevented from attending the meetings, I would take his place. Moreover as he was the more 
experienced man, he would be of greater use to them and he could speak on our behalf. This 
could not be objected to, though my monks realized that the Chinese, if their demands were 
not complied with, would certainly take further steps to get me in their power. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER TEN 

KHAMPAS IN REVOLT 

 
HIS Holiness the Dalai Lama had visited India in November 1956 for the Buddha Jayanti 

celebrations held every hundred years in memory of the Buddha's Enlightenment and had 
returned to Lhasa the following February. While away, he had met Buddhists from all parts 
of the world and we now hoped that, with this publicity, he would be able to improve 
conditions for the rest of us, so our thoughts and devotions concentrated on this hope. Each 
New Year the festival of Tsog-Chen was held at Surmang, and religious dancing took place 
for three days from sunrise to sunset; on the fourth day this went on for twenty-four hours 
with hardly a break. This was the first time that I had been able to take part in it. I looked 
forward to doing so and practised hard, so instead of being utterly exhausted, as I had 
expected, I did not feel it too great a strain. I found that dancing, when combined properly 
with meditation, fills one with strength and joy. 

Soon after the festival we sent monks and transport to Sechen to fetch Khenpo Gangshar 
who was to be my private tutor as well as director of the seminary. Apho-karma had already 
said that he wanted to retire as he was growing old and feeling very tired. He thought that he 
had taught me all he could, and was now more my attendant than my tutor. I asked him to 
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remain as a member of my household and as my close adviser; he had been with me for so 
long and was almost a father to me. But he said that even as an adviser, the work was too 
much for him. He wanted to go back to meditate at the hermitage where he had once lived for 
three years behind bricked in doors, receiving food through a panel, so it was arranged that he 
should leave me. This parting was a great grief to me, but it left me freer to make my own 
decisions without asking for outside advice. 

We were all delighted to welcome Khenpo Gangshar, who seemed 
happy to be with us, so we lost no time in starting the first study course under his 

guidance. It was indeed fortunate that he had been able to reach Dijdtsi-til without mishap, 
for soon afterwards a great number of refugees came through from Derge, who told us that 
they had met severe fighting on their journey. Since Sechen lay on the further side of Derge 
we felt very anxious about Jamgön Kongtrul and feared that he might be entirely cut off from 
all further communication. This was the first serious outbreak of hostilities, and the refugees 
told us that the Communists were now killing many of the defenders' families; but as far as 
they knew the monasteries had not been touched. It was clear, however, that the outlook was 
becoming more threatening every day. 

I had to complete my studies and this still meant very hard work; the first course at the 
seminary was on the Madhyamika (the Middle Way) and also on the sacred text of Hevajra 
by the third Gyalwa Karmapa. Besides this there was much else to claim my attention, for I 
had to direct Surmang, to officiate at rites, as well as to go out to the local people when they 
asked for help in case of illness or death, or for teaching and advice. In cases of emergency I 
could be called upon in the middle of the night, so I often got very little sleep. 

The news from East Tibet was becoming worse every day. We now heard that the 
Communists had formed groups of all sorts of people, in fact, anyone that they could enlist. 
They had indoctrinated these men with their own ideology, and had sent them to act as spies 
among the villagers and to report on their activities. An order had been sent out that all arms 
must be handed over, and the groups went round to see that this was carried out. At the 
beginning the people did not refuse to give up their arms and made little remonstrance; they 
tried to be co-operative and peaceful. However, the Communists became more and more 
abusive and a number of people were imprisoned by them and this continued until the 
Tibetans could stand it no longer. Then for the first time they organized retaliation at Denko, 
Ba and Litang. Their leader at Denko, when ordered to hand over his arms to a Communist 
official, made pretence of doing so and then suddenly shot the official dead. This was the 
signal for his followers to attack the town, and many Chinese were killed or taken prisoner. 
The real conflict now began and the local leader became one of the leaders of the Resistance 
in Kham, which is the general name for East Tibet. 

 
Refugees were leaving in ever increasing numbers, particularly from Derge, to seek shelter 

in Central Tibet close to the Dalai Lama. Up till now there had been little trouble around 
Surmang which was on the borders of Nyishu-tze-nga, though all this district was under the 
Communist administration of Chinghai; we had all been allowed to move about as we liked, 
provided that we gave no support to the people of Derge, so I was able to go on working at 
the seminary with about thirty other students under Khenpo Gangshar, and had more or less 
completed my studies in Hinayana (basic teaching) and Makayana (wider teaching) and had 
also done a certain amount of work on Vajrayana (advanced teaching) though this needed 
further study. 

One day I received a secret message from Jamgön Kontrül to say that he had escaped from 
Sechen and was on his way to Lhasa. He would pass near Surmang and he wanted Khenpo 
Gangshar and myself to join him at a place on the border with as little publicity as possible 
and accompany him to Central Tibet. We went there and found him together with some of his 
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senior monks and other refugees. However, by the time we reached him, his attitude had 
slightly changed. Instead of urging me to go with him, he said that we must make our own 
decision; the work that we were doing at Surmang was very valuable, and it was important to 
consider whether it should be continued or not. It was very difficult to know what course to 
follow; besides I knew that if I returned to my work at Surmang I might never see my guru 
again. We talked the matter over with the other senior lamas and came to the unanimous con-
clusion that we would do as Jamgön Kongtrul thought best. However, he would not take the 
whole responsibility; he only gave an indication that he thought Tibet could not go on as in 
the past and that it would be best for us to plan afresh. He said: 'The law of karma cannot 
change; each one must face his allotted destiny; each one must follow the guidance of his 
own inner conscience. 

The authorities at Surmang were rather perplexed since they considered that, as my guru, 
Jamgön Kongtrül should give me specific instructions. Finally, we decided to go on with our 
work at Surmang; if an emergency should arise, either Jamgön Kongtrül would get in touch 
with me or I with him. So we said goodbye, while I asked him to promise that we would meet 
again. He replied that we would meet in one way or another, but again said that 'the teacher is 
within oneself and the way is also there'. He added 'You may 

have to face great difficulties without a teacher; everyone must now be prepared to stand 
on his own feet. Khenpo Gangshar is taking my place and will help you for the time being.' 
We left Jamgön Kongtrül with gr-at sorrow, and a day later he resumed his journey. My life 
had evidently reached a crisis. I was faced with the knowledge that East Tibet no longer 
existed as a spiritual centre and everything looked very dark. More refugees were continually 
coming from the province of Derge. The Communists had given orders that all our villages 
and monasteries must be responsible for keeping order, and if we encouraged the refugees, 
we ourselves would be defying the Chinese government. In spite of this, since they were 
coming in such large groups with all their goods and cattle, it was absolutely necessary for 
them to have somewhere to camp; I was able to let them have some camping grounds on our 
land. They gave me further details about the situation in Derge. The young king's mother, in 
her capacity of regent during the king's minority, had been obliged to take part in the 
Communist committees until she was informed that she must no longer remain in the 
province. Then it appeared that the Communists had taken her to China and nothing further 
was known about her. The young king and his ministers had escaped from the palace and had 
formed their own Resistance group, being joined by the local militia and later by other 
guerillas. At first their offensive was very successful. They used to dig trenches across the 
roads to stop the Chinese lorries, thus enabling the Tibetans to get possession of their arms. 
The king's forces were supported by all the local inhabitants and together they were able to 
occupy most of the Chinese controlled towns in the west of Derge province. In the east, 
however, there was no large guerilla force, and the Communists were destroying the 
monasteries and taking the monks prisoners, accusing them of possessing arms though this 
was not true, and they also said that the monasteries would be used by the Tibetan Resistance 
fighters. In the central part of Derge the Communists after making friendly advances to the 
senior lamas, either kidnapped or shot them. Pepung was destroyed. At Dzongsar the 
Communists surrounded the monastery for seven days and prevented the monks from getting 
water, so that finally they were forced to surrender. Many senior lamas were shot and the 
remainder of the monks arrested. 

Those senior lamas from the various monasteries who had not been immediately shot, 
were taken to Gonchen. There, poor 

country folk were brought along and force was used to make them concoct stories of the 
evil deeds the lamas had committed. Many Tibetans refused to comply and instead, though 
unarmed, they fell upon the Chinese; they managed to kill some of them and then took their 
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own lives. One Tibetan beggar-woman when told to shoot the khenpo of the monastery took 
the pistol and shot herself instead. 

My first endeavour on my return to Surmang was to carry out the last wish of the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku and to enlarge the seminary. It was already overcrowded since all our monks 
except the trainees and those specially occupied had joined it, while about one hundred and 
fifty monks had come from outside monasteries. The latter had already completed their 
earlier studies and came as what might be called in England 'post-graduates'. Khenpo 
Gangshar appointed four kyorpons (tutors) as instructors and also gave me authority to assist 
in the teaching. 

I at once formed a committee mostly of lay people to raise money and control the finances 
of the new seminary. Our first step was to increase the annual contribution from the monastic 
farms, which were managed by a lay bailiff. My bursar and some of the senior lamas, 
especially the heads of the various departments, objected strongly to our building a seminary 
largely to benefit monks from a distance and spending capital in this way. So I invited them 
to a midday meal and told them how important Jamgön Kongtrül, Gyalwa Karmapa and 
myself considered the seminary to be in preserving our Buddhist way of life. I added: 'Even if 
the Communists destroy the whole place, the seeds of knowledge in our hearts cannot be 
destroyed. Even if we build today and our building is torn down tomorrow, I will not regret 
the spending. It would be a greater regret if we hoarded and what we had hoarded was taken 
from us without any progress having been made in the spiritual understanding of our people. 
The tenth Trungpa Tulku planned to enlarge the seminary and I am only fulfilling his wishes.' 
Since I was his incarnation, love for me overcame the objections of all but a small minority, 
and work was soon started on the new building. 

Our studies at the seminary in the Varshika Vihara at Düdtsi-til continued steadily. 
Khenpo Gangshar told me that I must take a teacher's course of training to enable me to be a 
tutor in metaphysical studies and also to give instruction in meditation. I began to teach, and 
he examined my pupils to see if they had really understood. Sometimes I had to teach in front 
of him and though I knew 

my subject I found this embarrassing; at the beginning I was very nervous, but later on he 
found less to correct and this gave me confidence. 

I was now working with Khenpo Gangshar's help on the comparative study of the different 
schools of Buddhism and I found more than adequate material for these researches in our 
main library. Jamgön Kongtrül had often told me that we must make great efforts to 
overcome any divisions among the followers of Buddhism and how very important this was 
at the present time, if we hoped to protect ourselves from the destructive influences of 
materialism and Communism. 

Although the Chinese menace seemed to be getting stronger, we went on with rebuilding 
our seminary. I called in silversmiths and goldsmiths and indicated the images to be made, 
and also arranged a meeting with the master artists, craftsmen and carpenters. The artists 
mostly came from the Gabri school, the gold and silversmiths from Mensar. We discussed the 
designs for the new frescoes and the painting of the ceiling, pillars and furniture. The 
particular methods of the Mensar school were used for moulding the images which were to be 
plated with gold. 

We had to provide the workers with food and accommodation and once a fortnight every 
man received a present. Wages were given on completion of the work and often took the 
form of goods rather than cash: mostly domestic animals were given, sometimes amounting 
to as much as five hundred beasts, including horses, mules, yaks and dris. Such things as 
brocade, wool, furs, leather or grain were also given in payment. Supervising the builders 
with my secretary for at least two hours a day kept me away from work in the seminary. 

By the New Year 1958 the building was finished and the golden roof of our new assembly 
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hall erected. The monks were so proud and elated about it all that they seemed unaware of a 
possible Chinese menace; for myself, I could not but feel apprehensive. 

The New Year celebrations with Khenpo Gangshar was a particularly wonderfiil occasion. 
We created a new ceremony for it in the assembly hall of the monastery which was attended 
by all the monks, and held religious debates and lectures. 

 
Throughout 1957 at Surmang, Chinese officials had been constantly coming and going, 

spying Out the land. Now that the Resistance party of West Derge had put guards on the 
border, the Communists suspected us of helping them, for both monasteries were in very 
strategic positions. About a month after the New Year some twenty men of the Chinese 
military intelligence came to Du-dtsi-til. As had been done previously, we arranged for their 
accommodation at a nearby monastery. However, on further news coming through of the 
revolt in West Derge, the Communists insisted on being accommodated in Düdtsi-til. They 
were not pleased with the rooms we gave them and early one morning they actually came to 
my private residence in the old fort and billeted themselves in one of the halls. I was there 
alone with Khenpo Gangshar when my personal attendant rushed in almost speechless; all he 
could utter in his panic was 'they have invaded us', and he was hardly able to explain what 
had happened. Looking through the window, I saw the Chinese dismounting and unsaddling 
their horses; others had already taken their baggage into the courtyard. My attendant insisted 
that we must leave while there was still time. I did my best to calm him and told him not to 
show any fear. My secretary, who lived in a nearby house, then arrived. When we told him 
what was happening, he said it might not after all mean such complete disaster and advised us 
to stay where we were. 

At breakfast time word came from the chief Chinese official to say that he would like to 
see me, so I went down. He presented me with a roll of yellow silk and a Tibetan translation 
of a book by Mao-Tsetung. His interpreter said that they had come to guard the place and 
help us. He apologized for having intrudedon my private residence, but owing to its strategic 
position it was essential to station troops there. He begged me to carry on with our activities 
and thanked me for my hospitality. As their host I gave them butter and other foodstuffs. I 
asked him to pay no attention to my monks who would be passing through the courtyards 
engaged simply on their religious duties; should they hear chanting or discussions in the 
night, they should not feel disturbed, for this was part of our everyday routine. 

The Chinese official appeared to be smiling all the time and was very courteous. Each 
night the soldiers kept guard on the gate with a machine gun. I was often called upon to go 
down and talk to them through an interpreter. At first my secretary used to accompany me, 
but afterwards it seemed easier to go alone. The officers continually told me that China was 
the largest nation in the world and had the greatest military strength; their battleships were so 
enormous that horse races were held on their decks, and their aeroplanes flew with 

such speed that they could just scoop up any enemy soldiers. I noticed on these visits that 
the head official and his subordinates were Chinese, but the soldiers seemed to be Tibetans. 
The explanation for this was that when the Chinese took over our province they got hold of 
many of the Tibetan young people and took them on as servants or students; later they 
conscrjpted them into the army, although they claimed that they had joined as volunteers. I 
found these soldiers much more respectful and less noisy than I expected. 

The party stayed quietly in the fort for about two months, but if I left to pay a distant visit, 
particularly in the direction of the border, I was very closely interrogated on my return. 

Since for some time Khenpo Gangshar had not been feeling well and needed a change, I 
went with him to the holy Mt Doti Gangkar, in the caves of which Guru Padmasambhava 
used to meditate, and where lamas from Surmang often went for retreat. It is a very high 
mountain with two beautiful lakes at its foot; in one the water is green, and in the other, 
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black. Its crest is covered in snow. The legend goes that in the Golden Age this snow never 
melted and shone like a diamond. In the following age it was like an onyx in which light and 
darkness are mixed. In the third age, however, it was to become like iron; everything would 
be dark and our time in Tibet would be over. When we reached the top of the mountain we 
found that the snow fields were melting and that great expanses of dark rock were showing. 

All this made a deep impression on Khenpo Gangshar. The legend of the three ages 
seemed to indicate to him how urgent it was to prepare for the dark period before us; there 
was so much to be taught in so short a space of time. He quickly recovered his health and felt 
all the more inspired to continue his teaching at Surmang. 

On our return, we found that the Chinese had quitted my residence. Khenpo Gangshar now 
decided that we should no longer give lessons exclusively to the monks who attended the 
seminary; the more immediate need was to teach all the people. In the autumn he held a large 
meeting in our assembly hall. He talked all day from seven in the morning till six at night 
with only a two hour break. He explained in simple terms how necessary it was to realize the 
times we had reached. We might no longer be allowed to perform our rituals, but this would 
not destroy the fundamental teaching that the Buddha had given us, nor the integrity of the 
Tibetan people. He quoted 'Cease to do evil, do what is good, purify your minds' that 

is the Buddha's teaching. We must act in the right way and be aware of ourselves. We 
must build our temples within ourselves. All the teachings of the Buddha, from the first, on 
the Truth of Suffering, to the last, on Enlightenment must be integrated and brought together 
in practise. Khenpo Gangshar then told them how to practise awareness and compassion. He 
encouraged everyone to take the vow not to kill or harm and, in order to be able to carry out 
this intention, to learn to control himself before acting. 

After this, Khenpo Gangshar held a second meeting, this time for all the monks. He told 
them that they must give more help to the lay people who had no opportunity to study. The 
divisions between the different schools must be abandoned. They must give the fundamental 
training on how to take refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha and on how to 
develop the four "divine stations", namely loving kindness, spiritual joy, compassion and 
equanimity. Concerning equanimity, he stressed that human rights and nonviolence were 
particularly important in the anxious times that we were going through. He considered that 
they should follow the system of the Kadampas whose teaching specializes in the means for 
developing loving kindness (maitri). The doctrine of loving kindness should be combined 
with that of Mahamudra and Atiyana; these two are the method of meditation on the ultimate 
teaching of the Buddha. 

Khenpo Gangshar visited many of our hermits who had taken vows to remain in seclusion, 
telling them that they must experience the shock of reentering the world and learn how to 
retreat within themselves. He brought them back to Djidtsi-til. Some of the monks at 
Namgyal-tse did not approve of this and wanted to come and debate on the subject with him, 
which request he gladly complied with. They put forward their case quoting from the 
Scriptures. Khenpo Gangshar, however, told them that theories are insufficient without 
practise, and asked them to stay and help the many people attending the monastery. Later, 
one of these lamas became his devoted disciple. People came from all parts of the district to 
hear the Khenpo. He arranged that the senior lamas and tulkus should mix with the 
community and taught that no man should consider himself to be above his fellow. He 
himself saw and gave practical instruction to those who asked for help. Soon, however, the 
audiences became so large that it was impossible for a single man to deal with them, so he 
divided them into groups, and arranged 

for some of us to give talks which he superintended. This was very good training for us 
and particularly helpful to me. 

Although I was still rather weak in medical studies and the mathematics of cosmology 
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which includes calculating the calendar, my general studies were now completed and it was 
time for me to take my degree of kyorpon (tutor). So for three months I withdrew from all 
other activities and revised my studies with the help of Khenpo Gangshar who would 
sometimes come in the afternoons to answer any questions I had to put. 

My examination and that of two other monks took place on an auspicious day in the 
grounds outside the monastery which had been fenced off for public lectures, and it was 
attended by the neighbouring khenpos, kyorpons and senior lamas. A central throne was 
placed at the end of the field on which Khenpo Gangshar sat, with four kyorpons sitting in 
line with him. Two rows of seats ran at right angles to these, the candidates being in front so 
as to be ready, when their turn came, to stand before Khenpo Gangshar. The rest of the rows 
was filled with the attending scholar monks and kyorpons. These took an active part in the 
examination which was in the form of a dialectical discussion: the candidate was first 
required to answer any question the monks shot at him, then in a return attack to put his own 
question to the scholars. I am told that similar practices prevailed in Christian monasteries 
during the Middle Ages. The examination lasted for three days; the first was the most 
difficult. Each day food and tea were offered to all those attending. I was given the degree of 
kyorpon, equivalent to a doctor's degree in England, and since I had already been specially 
trained in lecturing and teaching I also received the degree of khenpo (master of studies). 

 
 
 
 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

LONELY VOCATION 
 
WHILE the examination was going on more bad news came from Derge, almost every 

monastery had been destroyed there and the lamas had received brutal treatment. The people 
were more and more enraged at the attacks upon religion and a great number of peasants, 
both men and women, were joining together to fight the Communists. In the face of this 
almost universal attack the Chinese, as an act of appeasement, had released the few lamas 
who were still alive. We heard rumours that although Sechen Monastery had been destroyed, 
some of the senior lamas had not been killed. 

Khenpo Gangshar waited till after the examination to tell us that since Jamgön Kontrül 
was no longer at Sechen, he felt he must go back himself to see if he could help in any way. 
We asked him if he could not wait until the weather became warmer, for winter was now 
approaching; however, he thought this was an emergency which should be dealt with 
immediately. He said it might be possible to talk to the Communists and get them to 
understand the religious ideal of non-violence. 

Pupils were now flocking to the seminary in such numbers that the Chinese became 
suspicious and wanted to know what we were up to. They knew that Khenpo Gangshar was 
connected with Jamgön Kontrül and suspected that he must also not agree with the 
Communist regime. Ever since the Chinese had occupied the forest area near Surmang, they 
had been sending officials from Jyekundo to supervise the trade in timber which they had 
taken over in 1953 to the financial loss of the Tibetans. Now an official arrived ostensibly on 
the same work, but we were aware that the reason for his being with us was to spy on Khenpo 
Gangshar. We told our khenpo about it and suggested that it might be dangerous to continue 
our lectures. His reaction was unexpected; he said that he was delighted to have the 
opportunity to speak to this man about the doctrine of 
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 Our monks took the baggage to the ferry on the Dri-hu, and we left Jyekundo on foot 
to go to Gyana-mani, a village three miles away where there is a celebrated group of 'mani 
stones'. The Sakya abbot Cho-gyal-phagpa had the foundations laid for them when he 
returned from a visit to China in the thirteenth century. These stones cover several acres, it 
took us half an hour to walk all round them. Many mantras and sutras have been carved on 
them besides the complete Kagyur, the collection of basic scriptures which in manuscript fills 
one hundred and eight volumes. Several temples have been built on the site, one of recent 
date being two storeys high. The huge 'prayer wheel' in the middle reached to the roof and 
was about forty feet in circumference; it needed six or seven people to turn it. Khenpo 
Gangshar composed some new hymns as he led us round these sacred stones, periodically 
stopping to give a talk on their symbolism. 

We stayed two days at Gyana-mani from where the Chinese arranged for a lorry to take us 
to the Dri-chu. We had never travelled by motor transport before and as we got into the lorry 
Khenpo Gangshar noticed how excited I was at the prospect of this new experience. He 
turned to me and said 'You know how strong material forces are: now you are having one of 
your first direct encounters with them. Study what you are; don't lose yourself; if you simply 
get excited about the journey, you will never find out what we are really up against.' 

 
Sechen was some seven days' journey from the ferry crossing where our baggage was 

waiting for us. The first four days I walked along in Khenpo Gangshar's company but did not 
feel strong enough to go all the way on foot, so I was allowed to ride with the baggage. We 
stopped at several monasteries, including Sesh-, a large one attached to the Gelug Order, to 
which the Dalai Lama also belongs. I had always wanted to make a pilgrimage to study in the 
leading monasteries of the different schools and now that I had the kyorpon and khenpo 
degrees it would be easy to make more advanced studies of their particular lines of thought. 
Seshij was a monastery I had particularly wanted to visit. 

Since the abbot was still a child, Khenpo Gangshar had a talk with the regent who was 
very interested in his teaching on nonviolence as it agreed with his own scholarly point of 
view. He took us round the monastery, and showed us the Buddha image which 

non-violence which would end all suffering. This he did, and also told him he would like 
to have further contact with Chinese officials. The spy, who was not a very high ranking 
person, returned to Nangchen Oar, the Chinese headquarters and one of the larger towns of 
the province. Soon after, Khenpo Oangshar received an official letter saying that the 
Communists appreciated his ideas and if he could succeed in explaining them to the Tibetan 
people, they would agree to all he said. They sent him a present of some rolls of silk. 

After considering the matter for some days Khenpo Gangshar decided to leave Surmang to 
meet the officials in Jyekundo. He wanted me and some of his disciples to accompany him, 
and added that these were not the times for pomp and that on such a mission we should all go 
very humbly on foot. His pupils and the newly arrived students were very upset as they all 
held him in great devotion; since his arrival, a greater spirit of virtue and a wider 
understanding had permeated the whole monastery. Though we felt anxious for his safety we 
could not influence him, so the party consisting of Khenpo Oangshar, myself, and several 
senior lamas and lay principles left for Jyekundo. When we reached the town we met the 
Chinese officials and discussed the matter for about a week. Kilenpo Oangshar knew that if 
his doctrine of non-violence was not accepted, there would be no hope of preventing terrible 
bloodshed. The Communist officials merely offered to report the conversation to the 
authorities in China; they said this doctrine only expressed the point of view of Buddhism. 

While in Jyekundo Khenpo Oangshar lectured in the town to Tibetans. He was invited by 
the local monastery to their seminary where some of the younger students were anxious to 
hold a debate on his ideas. He pointed out to them that philosophical cliche's did not go very 
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far unless they were also lived. There was a discussion on loving kindness and he asked them 
its meaning. The young monks quoted from the scriptures, but he replied 'Quotation is no use 
in itself, we can all repeat scripture by heart. You must demonstrate loving kindness by your 
actions. 

Talking to the Tibetans in the town, he found that many of them were anxious to fight the 
Communists. He pointed out how very unwise it would be to attempt this, since being 
practically unarmed they would have no chance of success; he emphasized this both in his 
lectures and when giving individual instruction. 

had been given to Tsongkhapa, the founder of the Gelug school on his ordination; this had 
been made quite small so that he could always carry it with him. It had been preserved at 
Seshij and treated with the greatest veneration; one felt an atmosphere of holiness 
surrounding it. The assembly hall held three thousand monks sitting very close together, and 
the noise of the chanting from so great a number was tremendous. In the Gelug monasteries 
the study of logic plays an important part; after listening to lectures the monks congregate in 
the courtyard where they form debating groups according to the ages of the participants 
which can be from eight years upwards; we were able to observe this method. When a monk 
put his question to another in the group, he stood up, stamped his foot and clapped his hands 
to mark his points. When he succeeded, he swung his rosary from arm to arm, if defeated he 
swung it over his head. The monk questioned would return the attack sitting down. So the 
courtyard was extremely noisy and lively. 

Unfortunately we could not stay for long at Seshij, and we resumed our journey in very 
cold weather, for the district lay at a high altitude; its farming highlanders live in tents. 

When we were a day's journey from Sechen we were told that after all the monastery had 
not been badly damaged and that some of the lamas were then visiting a monastery close to 
our route. We sent them a message and they came to meet us at Phu-khung. They told us how 
the Communists had shut them up in one of the shrine rooms hand-uffed in such a way that 
they were unable to move and had given them hardly anything to eat or drink. The Com-
munists had made a thorough search, but found nothing, and after angry expostulations from 
the villagers they had released the lamas and left the monastery. The monks were allowed to 
stay on, though the Chinese camped all around, and the lamas had to get permission from 
them every time they went outside the immediate area. Other neighbouring monasteries had 
been completely destroyed, and the lamas were very upset by this. They did not want to leave 
Sechen, but feared what might still happen. They discussed all this with Khenpo Gangshar. 
He told them that conditions were unlikely to improve and that he could hold out little hope 
of his being able to persuade the Chinese to accept the Buddha's teaching of nonviolence. He 
was afraid there would be no safety in any part of Tibet, but did not know how a whole group 
of monks could keep together anywhere outside. 

 
 
Gangshar now advised me to go back to Surmang to continue our common work, but since 

his pleas with the Chinese officials had not seemed very successful, I was afraid that it would 
be dangerous for him to remain in Derge. We had only three more days together, during 
which he gave me his last teachings on meditation and some other general instructions; then I 
had to leave. I had had to part from my guru Jamgo'n Kongtrül and now my last support, the 
guru to whom he had passed me on, was to be taken from me. I was alone. 

When my monks and I returned to Surmang we found everything apparently going well at 
the seminary and everyone was anxious to hear what Khenpo Gangshar had been able to 
accomplish. During my absence the Communists had summoned my secretary to a con-
ference. They told him that our monastery must pay fifty thousand Chinese silver dollars in 
taxes and that all Indian and European goods must be handed over to them and no further 
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ones obtained; these included such things as wrist watches and also any photo-graphs of the 
Dalai Lama which had been taken in India. They also said that in future I must attend the 
conferences in person. 

It was now the end of 1958. We held our annual twelve day devotional celebration to 
dispel past evils and to bring us new spiritual life in the forthcoming year. It was a joyous 
time and I did not mind the hard work which this entailed. 

I had often spent the New Year festival very quietly at our retreat centre and this year I did 
the same. I found the lamas there a little disturbed by the fact that they had broken their vows 
of remaining in seclusion as Khenpo Gangshar had enjoined. However they seemed to have 
advanced spiritually both through their contact with the Khenpo and other people. I explained 
to them that going out of their centre was not really against their vows, but part of their 
training, which had great meaning. 

Returning to the monastery after the New Year, I spent several days discussing the 
situation with Rölpa-orje Rinpoche, my regent abbot of Djidtsi-til. He seemed suddenly this 
year to have grown much older, and was very thoughtful. He said to me 'It seems that the 
Chinese are becoming more and more aggressive, and I know how brutal the Russian 
Communists were in Mongolia, destroying all the monasteries. Perhaps an old man like 
myself could escape through death; my health is no longer good, but I feel very anxious for 
the younger generation. If you can save yourselves, and I am thinking especially of you, the 
eleventh Trungpa Tulku who have 

received so much instruction and training, it would be worthwhile. For myself, I feel I 
should not leave the monastery without consulting Gyalwa Karmapa as the head of our whole 
monastic con-fraternity. As the Chinese attitude towards His Holiness the Dalai Lama and its 
government is still respectful, we have not lost hope that he will be able to restore order and 
protect the Dharma.' 

I was now nineteen according to the European solar calendar, but by the Tibetan which 
dates from birth by the number of lunar months, I was considered to be twenty. Though I had 
been given the degree of khenpa, I still needed to be fully ordained as a bhikshu. Since I was 
now old enough I was able to request my regent abbot and four other bhikshus to ordain me; 
as I had already studied the canon of monastic discipline (Vinaya) they agreed that the 
ordination could take place. I was given the begging bowl which had belonged to the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku and the yellow robe of a bhikshu. I had to take two hundred and fifty vows, 
some of which I had already made as a novice (shramanera). My ordination took place at the 
altar in front of the image of the Buddha. This qualified me to conduct the rite of Sojong to 
restore virtue and bring purification from wrong doing which takes place on full moon and 
new moon days; but above all I felt a sense of maturity as a fully prepared member of the 
Saugha. 

Rölpa-dorje Rinpoche now left on a tour to visit his devotees in and around Jyekundo and 
I took charge of the seminary as its khenpo. I still felt inexperienced beside Khenpo Zangden 
and the kyorpons who had spent many more years than I at their studies. However, my 
secretary and the older disciples of my predecessor were satisfied, and I felt that I was 
following in the tenth Trungpa Tulku's footsteps. As I sat on Khenpo Gangshar's throne, I had 
a deep sense of all he had given us; more and more I felt the need of his presence and of a 
wider knowledge of the Dharma. The needs of the local people often required my presence to 
give teaching or to help the sick and the dying. As this meant leaving the monastery at all 
hours nearly every day, I realized that I must have an assistant khenpo who could give more 
individual attention to the students, and we agreed to ask Khenpo Zangden to fill this post; he 
also took over much of the lecturing. We were now studying 'The Ornament of Precious 
Liberation' (Tharpa-rinpoche-gyan) by Choje Gampopa. 

The sister of the tenth Trungpa Tulku, who had lookd after the 
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dairy at Düdtsi-til had died, and my mother now took charge. This made her very happy as 
she loved animals, but it also involved looking after the herdsmen and arranging about their 
wages. After a time she found this too much for her and gradually handed over the work to an 
assistant. When I was living in my own residence outside the monastery she was able to stay 
with me and do my cooking. This was a great happiness for both of us. 

 
In the spring I received an invitation from the neighbouring province of Chamdo, some 

three days' journey from Surmang, to come and lecture, for many of the people there were 
anxious to hear more of Khenpo Gangshar Rinpoche's teachings. After a week there, a 
messenger came from our monastery to tell me that Rolpa-dorje was ill; immediately 
afterwards a second messenger arrived to say that he was dying. I at once returned to Düdtsi-
til, travelling day and night without stopping. My monks were waiting for me and some forty 
of us went together to the place where we now knew he had died. 

In fact from the start of his tour Rolpa-dorje had not felt well, and he eventually contracted 
severe influenza. He accepted that this was to be his last illness and chose to be taken to a 
village near the Sakya mona-stery of Thalung. When its abbot Deshung Rinpoche heard 
where he was, he brought him to Thalung itself, where he died a week later. Deshung 
Rinpoche, who is still alive in America, is a very kind as well as a learned man; he was a 
disciple of Ga Ngawanglegpa the mystical teacher of the Sakya School and also of the tenth 
Trungpa Tulku. When Rölpa-dorje was dying he stayed at his bedside to the end asking him 
how his wishes could be fulfilled and if there was anything which could be done to lengthen 
his life. Rölpadorje replied that his work was finished and his duty done. For a few days he 
seemed to be recovering; one morning he was thought to be so much better that he could even 
walk. He asked the abbot to take down his will, saying that he wished to be re-born in Tsa, 
the birth-place of Milarepa. The abbot asked him who his future parents would be. He said he 
would rather leave that for Gyalwa Karmapato discover. Deshung Rinpoche found it difficult 
to tell his monks this news, for they all expected his recovery; however, the senior monk of 
the party had to be told. Very early next mornmg Rblpa-dorje threw off his coverings and sat 
up in the Vajra position. He asked his monks to read his daily manual of devotions. As they 
finished, he had difficulty in breathing and when they held him up he said 'You don't need to 
help me; I can look after myself.' At that moment his earthly wishes ceased. 

When our party reached Thalung the day after his death we immediately performed a short 
rite. I gave a talk about all he had done for us, his great kindness, and the many things he had 
given us, and we finished with meditation. We arranged to have his body cremated at 
Thalung on the fifth day after his death, for it had been his express wish that this should be 
done wherever he died. There was a rule that the monk who put the torch to the funeral pyre 
must be one who had never received teaching from the deceased. We had difficulty in finding 
such a person but eventually a novice who served in the kitchen was chosen. We took the 
ashes back with us to Surmang, being stopped on the way by many weeping devotees who 
wished to pay their last respects to his memory. 

 
Our return led through Jyekundo where we were given further news of the Communists. 

For the last month all the Chinese officials, including the governor, had gone round the 
streets for two hours every morning to shovel up rubbish, dirt and even human excrement; it 
was considered to be good physical exercise, as well as an example to the Tibetans. I myself 
met the governor on the road with his shovel, cleaning up the river bank which people had 
used as a latrine. After we had greeted one another, our party stopped in front of the 
municipal building where there was a guard, and as the officials moved off; one of the guard 
near whom I was standing turned to me saying, 'Please give me your blessing and a sacred 
protective cord.' I asked him if he really meant this. 'Yes,' he said 'I have been with the 
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Chinese ever since they entered Tibet, but more and more I feel faith in Buddhism.' I was 
moved; the young man could not have been out of his teens. 

On our return to Surmang we held the requiem services for Rölpa-dorje and during this 
time I had many unforgettable talks with Garwang Rinpoche and my monks while planning 
various improvements for both monasteries. I little knew that this would be the last time that 
we would all be together at Djidtsi-til. 

 
The monks of Kyere, a small monastery under the control of the King of Lhathog, now 

sent me a request to officiate at the enthronement of my young brother Tamcho--tenphel, the 
incarnation of their abbot. As I left Düdtsi-til, a storm wa- raging and fewer people than usual 
came to bid me goodbye, however, my mother was among those who came. I was feeling 
heavy-hearted at leaving my monastery; almost as if I had a premonition that I would never 
return. The ceremony at Kyere was a beautiful one; afterwards I was asked by the 
neighbouring laity to give lectures and perform rites. I then travelled further, visiting many 
other monasteries and villages and giving talks, mainly on the method which Khenpo 
Gangshar had taught. We passed several holy mountains and I was able to meditate in their 
caves. As we travelled, I was asked to organize retreats for many of the people in the district. 
These lasted sixteen or more days, during which we fasted, chanted and performed religious 
devotions. The fasting was severe; on the first day, no nourishment was permitted after noon, 
and we were only allowed to speak during a short recreation period. The following day 
neither food nor drink could be taken and, except for chanting, absolute silence was kept. 
This two day sequence continued for the length of the retreat. Those attending were lay 
people who adhered strictly to the Eight Precepts for the period. 

The Eight Precepts are: not to destroy life, not to take that which is not given, not to tell 
lies, to abstain from illicit sexual intercourse and -from intoxicating liquors, then not to eat 
food after noon, not to wear garlands or use perfume and not to sleep on a raised bed.  

 
Evidently not to take life, nor to steal or utter falsehoods, to abstam from unlawful sexual 

intercourse and from intoxicating liquors should be the rule of life for all Buddhists. 
However, if people are unable to keep to the discipline of all these, there is a simpler form 
that they may take, which is to make a vow to adhere strictly to one or other chosen precept 
for a given time, and to make an effort to adhere to the others as far as possible. 

 
Being in the neighbourhood, I took the opportunity to visit the king of Lhathog. I found 

that his ministers were anxious for the king's young son to be enthroned in place of his father 
and they wished me to conduct the ceremony. At times, the reigning king's state of mind 
rendered him incapable of carrying out the responsibilities of government, hence his wish to 
abdicate in favour of his son. His early life had been difficult; being the youngest of four 
brothers, he was brought up in a monastery as he was the incarnatioti of a lama. However, his 
three brothers all died young and in order 

to ensure the succession he had been taken from the monastery and married to his brother's 
widow. This sudden change from the austerity of monastic training to the pleasures of the 
palace had upset his attitude towards life. This is an example of what often occurs in Tibet 
among incarnate lamas who have for any reason abandoned their vocation: some have died 
suddenly, while others seem to lose their purpose in life and become mentally deranged, or 
else their whole personality changes. 

The ceremony of the young king's enthronement was largely secular, and as a spectacle it 
was very impressive. The participants wore strange traditional costumes which dated from 
the preBuddhist period. 

The young king's grandfather had been a devoted disciple of the tenth Trungpa Tulku and 
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was a very scholarly and spiritual man. He built several centres for meditation and teaching, 
but what made him especially famous in his day was the fact that he had collected the great 
library and installed a printing press. His three elder sons before their deaths had begun to 
build a nearby monastery for the Karma-ka-gyü school which was still under construction 
when I was there. 

As I was about to leave Lhathog, I received an invitation from Khamtrjil Rinpoche, the 
supreme abbot of Khampa-gar monastery, near Lhathog. He was the head of the Drugpa-ka-
gyü school which had over two hundred monasteries in East Tibet. At the same time I was 
asked to visit Drölma-Lhakhang and Yag monasteries, both in the south west of Chamdo 
province. Messengers from these two places had been sent to Surmang, so there had been a 
delay in their reaching me. They arrived on a day when we were all in silent retreat, and this 
gave me a little time to consider what I should do. A system of divination called tagpa is used 
in Tibet on such occasions. A rosary is held in the hand, and after meditation and the 
recitation of a mantra, the beads are divided at random. Under the power of the particular 
meditation and mantra, and according to the number and conjunction of the separated 
portions of the beads, a result is indicated.' I followed this method, and it appeared that I 
should visit Drölma Lhakhang; I knew that in these difficult times they were in great need of 
religious instruction and I was anxious to see my old friends who so earnestly begged me to 
go to them. I sent a messenger to Surmang to tell them of my plans. 

I had intended to go back to Djidtsi-til to make preparations for 
my journey but the following day a messenger came to tell me that several Chinese 

officials had arrived at Surmang and wanted to count the entire number of the monks, for 
they disbelieved what we had told them. They were saying that I had purposely been hidden, 
and this was causing suspicion. The officials insisted that I should be brought to them. My 
secretary and all the monks felt that I must certainly return, as they did not want Surmang to 
be the cause of trouble in the area. 

It was evident that the Communists were about to impose further restrictions and to make 
increasing demands upon Surmang; the monks even suspected that they might intend to arrest 
me. I talked the matter over with my fellow monks who were in a state of panic and, though 
ready to offer suggestions, they would not commit themselves to any plan: the decision rested 
solely with me. 

Then another messenger arrived from Surmang to say that the Communists were no longer 
so insistent on my immediate return and that apparently they did not intend to organize their 
system of collective labour for another year. Nevertheless it was beginning to look as if the 
time might come for us to evacuate Surmang and take refuge in Central Tibet. Needing time 
to meditate before arriving at a decision, I went for a fortnight to a cave near Kyere with 
Genchung Lama, a disciple of the tenth Trungpa Tulku who came to Düdtsi-til to give 
teaching when I was seven years old. At night we slept in the cave, which was about ten 
yards deep and during the daytime we sat at the entrance where there was a small platform. 
At its edge, a precipice dropped sheer down to the valley. Between spells of meditating we 
talked together, looking out over the landscape, and in spite of many anxious forebodings this 
was for us both a time of strange happiness. We spoke about the thoughts that had come to us 
in our meditations and shared reminiscences of some of the events in our lives and of meeting 
our respective gurus. I had two rather disturbing dreams. In the first I was standing on a hill 
above Dijdtsitil which was hidden in a cloud of dark grey smoke except for the gilded serto 
on the roof. In the other I saw Communists in their military uniform performing a Buddhist 
rite in our main assembly hall. Nevertheless I decided that there would still be time for me to 
visit Drölma Lhakhang and return to my own monastery before it was too late. So I sent for 
the necessary transport and provisions for the proposed journey. Our acting bursar Yo-nten 
brought these a fortnight later, and he told me that the Com 
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munists had left Surmang, but that in the neighbouring province of West Derge they had 
looted and destroyed many monasteries; he added that great numbers of refugees were 
passing our way. 

The secretary of Kyere wanted to come with us to Drölma Lhakhang, but I thought he 
should stay in charge of my young brother's monastery, in case an escape should be 
necessary. We started out on an auspicious day. According to custom, the monks of Kyere 
escorted us for the first few miles, and among those who saw us off were many lay devotees; 
we all felt deeply moved. My little brother was particularly unhappy, though he tried to keep 
back his tears. The correct farewell ceremony is that the escort stand in a group, while their 
leader waves a white scarf in a circular movement and gives a long whistle running down the 
scale. He is followed by all the group doing the same. This means 'Come back again'. The 
party who are leaving ride round in a circle in single file and repeat this three times. 

The reader will remember that before leaving Lhathog I had received an invitation from 
Khampa-gar Monastery as well as the one from Drölma Lhakhang. The former now lay on 
our route, and we were able to pay a short visit there. I was delighted to be with Khamtriil 
Rinpoche again, for we had met four years before at Chentze Rinpoche's monastery. I was 
given a warm welcome with musicians playing on the roof. The monastery had been founded 
in the thirteenth century and was a leading one with some three hundred monks. All the 
supreme abbots had been known as great scholars and teachers. One in particular had been a 
renowned poet and his commentaries on the art of poetry, known as Khamdrel were studied 
in all Tibetan schools. The present incarnation (the eighth) is a scholar and an artist of the 
new Mendri school. I found that he was building a large seminary, all the paintings, images 
and decoration of which had been desigued by himself. He was doing on a larger scale what I 
had done at Djidtsi-til and we had many interests in common. Both he and his father were 
known for the eccentric way in which they treated their subordinates. For instance when a 
hall was being built they gave no indication of what the next stage was going to be, so the 
builders never worked to any plan, but from moment to moment as directed. When starting 
on a jour1i- they did not tell their party where they were going or how long it would take. 
Life was never dull in their company. 

Wishing to have some guidance on his future, Khamtr- Rinpoche 
wanted me to join in an advanced form of divination called prasena, which requires 

several days' preparation, so we left his monastery together for a nearby retreat centre where 
we pitched our tent in a circle of juniper and willow bushes. Khamtrill Rinpoche did not tell 
his monks why he was going into retreat, and they found this very strange. After devotional 
meditation, the prasena indicated that he should leave his monastery, but that his final 
destination should be India, not Central Tibet. It gave clear cut directions about the length of 
time that he should stay in Tibet, the difficulties he would encounter, and the ultimate date of 
his arrival in India. He wanted me to accompany him, but I felt it was essential for me to go 
to Drölma Lhakhang, where we were already expected. 

On resuming our journey we stopped at Jigme Rinpoche's monastery, and he joined our 
party. He made arrangements for me and himself, with two attendants, to travel by mail lorry. 
The rest of the monks were to follow with the baggage. In the rear compartment of the lorry 
there were three Communist soldiers fully armed with rifles and a tommy gun; the driver also 
had a rifle. There had been spasmodic fighting with the Resistance on this road, so it was 
considered to be a danger zone. As we switch-backed on the very bad surface by hairpin 
bends over several mountain ranges both our lug-ge and ourselves were badly bumped about 
and my two attendants felt very sick. Each time we reached a crest the soldiers became very 
apprehensive about guerillas. On one mountain we passed a mail lorry which had broken 
down; its occupants had had to sleep in it and they told us of their terror when they had heard 
a gun in the night. Passing our fellow Tibetans on their horses we could not but think how 
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much happier and more comfortable they were than ourselves. 
At Chamdo we stayed with a Tibetan official who was the senior member of the 

Communist District Committee. 
It was a new experience for me to sleep in a modern Chinese house with electric light, but 

it was only switched on for about four hours each evening. The family treated our party most 
hospitably. The official was a Buddhist and there was a shrine room in his house. His 
children had just returned from China for their summer hohdays We had the impression that 
they had been told not to talk about theu school life; they were obviously happy to be back 
and had imme diately changed into their Tibetan clothes and wanted Tibetan food. We 
thought they might ignore us since we were monks, but they 

were particularly friendly, coming to chat with us and even asking us to bless them. The 
youngest boy seemed more ardently Tibetan than the others. 

The following day I walked round the town and looked at the new 'people's store'. 
Shopping was rather a complicated affair. First one asked if one could buy the required 
commodity and, if this was all right, one was given a ticket which had to be taken to another 
department to be stamped; finally this had to be taken to yet another department to pay the 
cashier who would hand over the goods. Armed soldiers were marching about the town and 
the Tibetans in the neighbouring villages were very uneasy. 

After spending two nights at Chamdo we continued our journey in a jeep arranged for by 
our friend the Tibetan official. Three school boys on holiday from China came with us. They 
were more talkative than our host's children and told us that they had not been happy. They 
had found the extremes of heat and cold very disagreeable, and life at school was not at all to 
their liking. As we passed some of the moderji machinery which the Chinese had introduced 
into Tibet, these boys merely said how tired they were of such things, though our party was 
intensely interested to see them. We stopped our jeep at Gur-kyim, a town in the area of 
Tzawa-gang about eight miles from Dro-lma-Lhakhang. Here the schoolboys got out and 
enthusiastically changed from their Chinese suits into Tibetan clothes. Jigme Rinpoche and I 
with my two attendants walked to the house of the head of the district who lived nearby. He 
had been ill for some time and did not appear, but his wife greeted us. She had expected a 
large party of monks on horseback and seeing only four of us on foot she immediately 
thought that there had been some disaster with the Communists and was relieved when we 
told her that the others were following more slowly on horseback with the baggage on mules. 
Since her husband's illness she had taken over his work as head of the district and this gave 
her so much to attend to that she said she would be unable to come to receive further 
instruction from me, much as she would have liked to do so. So we said goodbye and were 
lent horses to take us to the monastery. 

It was the middle of summer and the country was looking at its best with every kind of 
flower in bloom, but on the day of our arrival it turned cold with rain and sleet storms. The 
monastery had prepared a grand ceremonial welcome which was carried out in spite of the 
weather. Akong Tulku led the procession holding incense 

sticks, followed by musicians and monks carrying banners, and a monk holding an 
umbrella walked behind my horse. On arrival I asked Akong Tulku to find two messengers 
who could be sent to Tzurphu Monastery near Lhasa, with letters to Gyalwa Karmapa, 
Jangbm Kongtrül of Sechen and Dingo ChentzeRinpoche who were all there together. My 
letters gave news of the conditions prevailing in East Tibet and of my arrival at Drölma 
Lhakhang. I asked Gyalwa Karmapa to counsel me how I should act; whether we should 
continue to maintain Surmang, or escape to Central Tibet. I wanted to know what I must say 
should anyone ask me to advise them, either at Dro-lma-Lhakhang or in any other part of 
East Tibet. I added 'anything you tell me I shall treat in complete confidence; I need your 
guidance more than ever. 

 48



I expected it would be about three months before I could get any answers, though I told 
the messengers to make all possible haste. 

For the next ten days I gave talks and public and private instruction to both monks and 
laity and asked Akong Tulku and some of the Lamas to continue the teaching after I had left. 
There were so many wanting to receive personal instruction that my monks had to keep order 
among them and arranged for them to queue up. At times the monks in charge lost patience, 
for which they had to be admonished. As for myself, I got no respite and even had to carry on 
with teaching while taking my meals. 

My bursar Tsethar now arrived at Drblma-Lhakhang. He told me that the monks at 
Surmang were becoming anxious lest I might leave them and escape to Central Tibet. 
Although the Communists continued to threaten drastic changes, they had not actually carried 
them out and the monks had begun to take less notice of their menace. Since everyone hoped 
that Surmang would be able to carry onas before, they wished me to return as soon as 
possible, and this was also his own view. He also believed that he was responsible for what 
I\should do. I told him that I had written to Gyalwa Karmapa asking for his advice; I 
personally felt that there was a very live menace from the Communists. We were continually 
receiving further news of the destruction of other monasteries in East Tibet and we should 
take this as a warring. In my talks at Drölma Lhakhang I had stressed the importance of 
preparing for great changes in Tibet, saying that we might be very near the time when our 
world, as we had known it, would come to an end. This disturbed the bursar, who continually 
tried to convince me that all would go on as before. 

 
While we were at Dro--lma Lhakhang we received an invitation from the abbot of Yag 

Monastery, Yag Tulku, to visit that place and asking me to give the wangkur of 'The Treasury 
of the Mine of Precious Teaching' (Rinchen-terdzod), the same that I had given at Drölma 
Lhakhang when I was fourteen years old. On my accepting, many abbots and lamas 
belonging to the different schools in the neighbourhood assembled at Yag; including the Yag 
monks, some three hundred were prepared to attend the initiation rite. The preparations were 
soon made and we began the wangkur with Genchung Lama giving the preliminary 
authorization (the kalung). 

As I was expected back at Surmang my time was limited, so to hasten matters we began 
the wangkur at five in the morning and went on till late at night. To begin with it was hard 
work, but after a month I settled down to the routine, and when my attendants became over-
tired I arranged for them to work in shifts. Following this programme we completed the 
wangkur in three months. 

During these months many devotees came to see me bringing gifts. My bursar became 
responsible for these and bartered many of them for horses, yaks, dris and sheep so that when 
we returned to Surmang they could be used for the upkeep of the monastery. This distressed 
me; I felt that some of the gifts should be distributed among the needy and the rest should be 
converted into money. My bursar was obstinate: he thought my real intention might be to 
escape with-out informing Surmang, in which case money and portable possessions would be 
of greater use to me. Our relations did not improve. 

About a month after we had begun the wangkur we heard a rumour that a large party of 
refugees had arrived at Gur-kyim, and the following day I received a confidential message 
from Khamtrijl Rinpoche saying he wished to see me, but did not want anyone else to know 
about it. It was however necessary for me to tell Yag Tulku, and through him this 
information, though supposed to be confidential, spread like wild-fire, so that when I 
interrupted the wangkur to make a journey everyone knew where I was going. 

When I met Khamtrijl Rinpoche he had discarded his monk's robes, and together with his 
attendants was in ordinary Tibetan dress; and for the first time, I was aware of the effect on 
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the personality of a man of no longer being clothed according to his vocation: it was only too 
clear that he was in disguise. He told me that he had had to leave his monastery under the 
pretence that he was going on a short pilgrimage; he had only informed his secretary and 

a few senior members of the monastic council of what he was about to do, so that the 
thirty monks who accompanied him knew nothing. They had already gone some distance 
when he told them that they had left their monastery for good. A renowned yogin called Cho-
le, who was the head of the retreat centre of his monastery, was also in the party as well as 
two young tulkus in whom there were great hopes for the future; their parents had been left 
behind. 

Khamtrjil Rinpoche again asked me to join him in using prasena to check whether he was 
taking the right course. The same answer came, namely that he must proceed without 
hesitation, but difficulties might arise when he crossed the frontier into India. However, if he 
followed the fixed timetable and did not depart from it, all would be well. Again and again he 
asked me to go with him, but this was impossible because of the work I had already 
undertaken. I told him about my own difficulties, to which he replied that I must not allow 
myself to be held back because of other people. We said goodbye, hoping to meet again in 
India. The indication that the prasena gave was proved to be right when, as he was about to 
leave Tibet, the Chinese tried to stop him; but in the end he was allowed to proceed with all 
his baggage. His was the only party from East Tibet which succeeded in taking baggage with 
them. He is now in India as a refugee. 

When I returned to Yag I found that everyone thought my meeting with Khamtrijl 
Rinpoche clearly showed that I too was planning to leave Tibet. They said, if this was so, 
they would like to come with me. I had to tell them that Khamtru-l Rinpoche had left entirely 
by his own choice and though he had asked me to go with him I did not even know myself 
what I should do. I added 'You seem to think that I have made a definite plan to leave; this is 
not so, and I have no intention of trying to save myself while leaving others behind. My 
bursar is in a complete state of confusion and is very unhappy; I know he also thinks that at 
my young age I might be influenced by a restless desire for change.' We then went on with 
the wangkur. 

Some weeks later Jigme Tulku, who was staying nearby, came to see me. During our 
journey together from Khampa-gar he had impressed me as being a very spiritual, as well as 
an extremely intelligent man with a practical turn of mind; he had been a devoted disciple of 
my predecessor. He thought that I should escape, but a large party could not fail to be noticed 
by the Communists and he 

also realized that if the people in the district once knew that I was leaving, they would in 
their devotion all want to come with me. He said I must understand that a tulku like myself 
who has received such deep spiritual instruction has a duty to pass it on to others, so that I 
might have to consider escaping, not to save my own life, but to save the spiritual teaching of 
which I had become the repository. I asked him to talk to my bursar and explain this to him, 
but he felt that it was still not the right time to do so. 

While I was still waiting for replies from Gyalwa Karmapa, Chentze and Jamgön Kongtrül 
and we were all going on with the wangkur, one of my close friends, a lama from Karma 
Monastery, arrived at Yag. He invited me in a rather unusual manner to visit a place near 
Karma which lay off the beaten track and where his own very influential family could look 
after me. He expressed the opinion that the Communists did not intend to take over Tibet 
permanently, but that at present it was more dangerous to be in an area like Yag which was 
directly under the control of Chamdo. Surmang and its surrounding district would be much 
safer. He added that Surmang was expecting my return and hinted that I must not think only 
of myself. 

A few days later another of my friends from Karma made the same suggestions in almost 
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identical words. I realized at once that they had been put up to this by the bursar, convinced 
as he was that I should come back to my monastery. 

As Yag was on one of the main routes to Lh-sa, refugees were passing through all the 
time. They told terrible stories about the Communist advance, with the destruction of the 
monasteries and villages on the way. Many members of their families had been killed, the 
people had been questioned under torture and then accused of crimes which they had never 
committed. Lamas, monks and bigh officials had suffered particularly in this way. The 
Communists were attacking further and further westward and had already got beyond 
Chamdo. My monks were beginning to be concerned for the fate of Surmang. On the other 
hand, the Resistance forces were very active and increasingly large numbers of people were 
joining them every day. There was a rumour that the refugees who had already reached Lhasa 
and its vicinity were forming their own Resistance movement, but as yet we had no authentic 
news. 

 
In spite of these anxieties, the numbers who attended the wangkur 
did not grow less. The desire to participate seemed to have increased especially among the 

older people; the younger ones were, however, less able to concentrate on the teaching day 
after day and it was not surprising that some of those attending the rites were overcome with 
sleep; it was therefore arranged that they should sit near their elders who would nudge them 
in case they began to doze. The monk in charge of discipline, the Gekö; was on duty all the 
time, but his supervision was little needed, as there was good behaviour throughout. 

The wangkur took place in the assembly hall. The teacher's throne was in the centre with 
the altar facing towards it but with a clear space between, where the servers could pace along. 
The altar, which was about twelve feet square, was disposed in three tiers on which the 
various symbolic objects could be arranged to form a mandala according to the four 
directions of space. A vase of pure water marks the eastern quarter with a blue scarf tied 
round it; this is the vase of Akshobhya Buddha the Imperturbable One, and the water 
symbolizes purification from the strife of wrath; the peace it brings fills the pupil with Gnosis 
Una-na). A crown with a yellow scarf marks the south; this is the crown of Ratnasambhava 
Buddha, the Jewel Born; it symbolizes equanimity and the victory over selfish-ness. The 
vajra on the west, tied with a red scarf, symbolizes Amitabha Buddha, Boundless Light, and 
means discrimination, bringing compassion and freedom from desire. The bell on the north 
tied with a green scarf is that of Amoghasiddhi Buddha, it symbolizes the achievement of 
spiritual action and overcomes all envy. In the centre a bell and vajra are placed, tied together 
with a white scarf in the shape of a cross; these appertain to Vairochana Buddha, the 
Luminous One and symbolize the Womb of Dharma, that overcomes confusion and 
ignorance. 

Each separate mandala is connected with a specific initiation. The rites were performed in 
order, and before each began the participants formally requested the teacher to conduct it. 
Each rite went through four stages; the first three corresponded to the body, speech and mind, 
and the fourth went beyond symbol. Usually at the end of the ritual the wangkur of a Dorje-
lobpon gave the pupil authority to teach. It consisted in handing over to him a drum, conch-
shell, throne and the banner of the Dharma. Some of the wangkurs lasted several days, others 
for as short a time as ten minutes. 

After giving one of these longer ones I had to give eleven or twelve of the lesser 
wangkurs. Each entailed a complicated arrangement of the objects on the altar; this was the 
responsibility of the chopon or 'server of the rites', with his assistant. Yet another elderly 
monk was needed to read through the forthcoming wangkur on the day before the rite was 
celebrated, so that he could instruct the chopon when and how the symbolic objects were to 
be arranged, since each mandala required the objects to be placed in different positions on the 
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two higher tiers while the offerings were laid out on the bottom tier. When the wangkur was 
given, the chop5n had to bring the objects from the shrine to the teacher and afterwards to 
return them to their places. He had to distribute water symbolizing spiritual purification, and 
grains of barley as a symbol of offering; it was also his duty to swing censers, so he was on 
his feet all day long. Our chopon at Yag was an old man and he became extremely exhausted, 
but there was no-one to replace him. This wangkur on 'the Treasury of the Mine of Precious 
Teachings' had been long and complicated. Many of those who had attended wanted me to 
explain in more simple terms the significance of the spiritual teaching that they had just 
received. The coming of the Communists had greatly demoralized everyone; all had lost their 
sense of security, yet their deep faith in the religious way of life remained unshaken. The 
people needed a personal contact, they wished me to explain why they were so disturbed. 
They longed to receive more teaching provided it could be brought within their 
understanding. Since women were not allowed inside the monastery, I arranged for a special 
hall where the peasant families could come to talk to me. I tried my utmost to give help by 
impressing on all the necessity for regular meditation. I said they must carry out their duties 
and daily activities in the spirit of meditation, and if there should be no external guru, they 
must develop the teaching within themselves. I regretted deeply not being able to devote 
more time to them as my presence was now urgently needed at Surmang. 

 
 
 
 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

INTO HIDING 
 
 
THE day that the wangkur of Rinchen-terdz-d ended was a momentous one and a special 

service was held. But it was also the day wheii the messengers returned with the replies to my 
letters asking for advice. Gyalwa Karmapa gave me no indication of what should be done. He 
said it was important for me to carry out what spiritual work I could under present conditions. 
He was glad to learn that I had been doing well in teaching others and that the wangkur I had 
just given had been so beneficial. Dingo Chentze Rinpoche replied with a poem; in it he said 
more or less the same thing as Gyalwa Karmapa, but added 'The darkness of the barbarians 
sinks deeper and deeper into the heart of the country. He who would light a torch must do so 
from within himself. There is no need for disturbance of mind; the worthwhile minds will 
win.' 

The most distressing verbal news was that Jamgön Kontrül of Sechen had been captured 
by the Communists. Gyalwa Karmapa and Chentze Rinpoche were trying to get him released, 
but I felt pessimistic myself. All three had been together at Gyalwa Karmapa's monastery of 
Tzurphu. Jamgön Kongtrül Rinpoche never took any thought for his own safety and, knowing 
this, the two others had been taking especial care of him, even to the neglect of their own 
work. The situation was becoming increasingly dangerous, and refugees in their hundreds 
were pouring in from East Tibet, many of them disciples of Jamgön Kongtrül. A particular 
group of some three hundred people hadsuffered many casualties on the way, and since they 
were his ardent devotees they had begged him to come to perform the funeral rites for the 
dead and to stay for a fortnight and give them spiritual instruction. Gyalwa Karmapa and 
Chentze Rinpoche tried to dissuade him, but he himself felt he had to go. He said, 'this stage 
in their lives is a time when they most need spiritual help and it is my duty to give it to them'. 
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When he had been at this refugee camp for about a week, it was attacked by the 

Communists. Jamgön Kongtrül told the other refugees not to bother about him. He sent the 
majority off round one side of a hill, while he and his attendants went the other way. He told 
them 'What will be, will be; one cannot escape one's karma'. 

For the first night he was able to find shelter in a small monastery, but the following day 
the Communists discovered him and took him prisoner. One of his disciples, who held a 
senior post in Tibet, did all he could to get the lama set free, explaining that he had nothing to 
do with politics. When Jamgön Kongtrül was interrogated by a Chinese officer he was 
completely outspoken. It was natural for him to express his own spiritual attitude in his 
replies. The Communists may well have found his attitude difficult to understand, since it did 
not conform in the least to their creed, and though his sincerity may have impressed them it 
failed to obtain his release. During the wangkur at Yag I myself had had a certain 
presentiment of these events for I suddenly got a strong impression of his physical presence; 
it was almost overwhelming. Also that night I had a vivid dream in which I saw him riding 
bareback on a white horse carrying volumes of the scriptures and his own reliquary. He spoke 
to me and rode on by a steep rocky path up the mist shrouded mountain. In the distance, he 
seemed to drop his books which rolled down the path and fell on me. 

Dingo Chentze Rinpoche had opened my letter to Jamgön Kongtrül and sent me a reply 
saying 'You must not depend too much on others. If all acts are performed according to the 
Dharma they cannot fail. Gyalwa Karmapa, Jamgön Kongtrül and I have been looking for 
somewhere on the borders of Tibet and India to establish a community, but so far we have 
been unsuccessful. Indeed, until there is freedom from the bondage of egotism, there can be 
no permanent refuge and no abiding place in the world.' 

The messengers told me that the relationship between the Dalai Lama's government and 
the Chinese still appeared to be more or less cordial, but that on their route they had seen a 
number of military camps, some belonging to the Communists, others to the Resistance 
volunteers; it had been almost impossible to travel. The Resistance 

army had been organized by a Khampa, Gonpotrashi, a wealthy merchant from Lhasa. 
When the Communists ravaged most of EastTibet including his own property, he closed his 
business in Lhasa and himself organized a force of guerillas, giving everything he still 
possessed for their expense and his example was followed by other wealthy men. 

The main headquarters of the Resistance was at Tzo-na. There was no secrecy about the 
fact, but the Communists appeared to ignore it Our messengers who had seen these East 
Tibetan volunteers in their Khampa uniforms said that they showed great dignity and that 
they all seemed very young and enthusiastic. They added that in Lhasa itself the inhabitants 
always showed a marked dislike towards the Chinese. 

When the letters were brought to Yag the whole monastery was anxious to know their 
contents, though some of the monks feared that the news would only be divulged to a chosen 
few. I felt there was nothing in these letters which need be kept secret. I had been given 
neither instruction nor advice, so I asked the more senior monks what they now considered 
would be the best plan for me to follow. They suggested that since my gurus had given no 
indication whether or not I should leave Tibet, they must have thought there was no 
immediate danger and that all was going to turn out well in the end. It was beyond them even 
to imagine that the Chinese could take complete control of Tibet and that they would destroy 
all the monasteries and change the whole Tibetan way of life. The bursar was foremost in this 
opinion. A few lamas however, including the abbot Yag Tulku, thought that my gurus meant 
me to choose my own path. They were very concerned at the news about Jamgön Kongtrül 
and considered that I needed to be very careful myself This was all extremely difficult for 
me; any decision I might make would affect not only myself, but all the monasteries in the 
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district, particularly those connected with Surmang, as well as the lay population. Everyone 
looked to me as their authority and were prepared to follow my lead. 

Though we had now finished the wangkur of Rinchen terdzo- the preparation and 
celebration of the Vajra-amrit (elixir for spiritual health) rite was still to follow. However, we 
delayed these devotional exercises for three days in order to have time to discuss our imme-
diate plans. I had more or less come to the conclusion that I should do as Surmang wished 
and return there, though a few of my monks agreed with Yag Tulku that I should effect an 
immediate escapc," which would be easier to do from Yag; other monks from Surmaz-g 
could follow in their own time. I arranged a meeting with our own 

monks at Yag and asked Yag Tulku and Jigme Rinpoche to attend it. On the first day 
everyone was non-committal. That evening Jigme Rinpoche came to see me saying that he 
thought I should not go back to Surmang, though of course the decision rested with me. He 
said he intended to take a strong line about it on the following day. This he did speaking with 
great emphasis. My bursar was convinced that he was trying to influence me to escape and 
that what he was saying ostensibly on my behalf was merely his own opinion. I said little 
myself at the time except that I believed great changes were inevitable and that the 
Communists would take over the whole of Tibet. The same afternoon Tsethar the bursar 
came to-see me and let fly. He accused me of taking advice from people who did not belong 
to our monastery and who had no right to interfere with our affairs. He added that it was his 
duty to look after me. I must understand, he said, that I represented the entire Surmang group 
of monasteries and its devotees; all looked upon me as their head and only they had the right 
to serve me; with that he left. I realized that it was useless to reply. 

 
The next morning I asked him to come and see me again. I told him that I was quite 

prepared to offer up my life for Surmang. I had wanted to talk to him about this for some 
time, but thought he failed to understand that I was not thinking about my own preservation; I 
added 'It is disquieting that you never consulted me personally: you should have done so 
before putting the matter before others. How-ever, I see your point and am very grateful that 
consideration for our monastery should come first with you. There is a proverb in Tibet 
which says "Two beggars need not dispute about how to run a king's affairs". The decision 
rests with me, but I am ready for anything. If you wish you can take the responsibility.' 

In order to calm him down I tried to explain all this as serenely as possible, but I also said 
that we could not afford to delay a decision. I told Yag Tulku and Jigme Rinpoche of this 
conversation and asked them not to make any opposition, however anxious they were for my 
personal safety. On the third morning of the meeting the bursar was a little hesitant since I 
had laid the responsibility on to him. He merely said that he thought the right thing for us 
would be to return to Surmang; however, he did not wish to take the final decision which 
must be mine alone. I then spoke, saying that I knew my first duty must be whatever would 
be best for our monastery and since all my monks were waiting for me to return there to 
direct affairs, there was no alternative but for me to come. Silence then fell upon the meeting, 
until my bursar exclaimed 'Is that all?' 

We now began nine days of devotional meditation for the preparation of the Vajra-amrit. 
In the meantime arrangements had to be made for our departure from Yag. The bursar 

seemed pleased that I had agreed to return to Surmang, but still showed that he did not wish 
to carry the whole responsibility. It will be remembered that when I was at Drölma Lhakhang 
I had received many gifts and that he had bartered these for flocks and herds without my 
permission. He now wished to take these animals with us, which meant that we would require 
at least twenty men to load and unload the animals besides the herdsmen, and we would have 
to camp on the way. The monks, after having so looked forward to this return, now began to 
be a little anxious for our safety, for we had just heard that Andrup Go-npo-trashi's army 
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during their passage from Lhasa had been successful in attacking many Communist camps, 
and that they had reached Pasho, where they had broken into the town's arsenal. They had 
raised fresh forces and appeared to be going in the direction of Chamdo. This meant that 
there was already fighting on the route to Surmang. The bursar now suggested that we should 
leave the animals behind, and ourselves split into small groups wearing lay dress. I agreed, 
saying, 'we must not force the issue, if there is no alternative, this is our karma'. 

We were expecting to celebrate the Vajra-amrit on the following day, but that night as I 
was going to bed I suddenly felt ill and was in such pain that I fainted. At the same time the 
roof beams cracked in one of the shrine rooms in which devotions were being held at Drölma 
Lhakhang, which was felt to presage a disaster. 

It was the custom in Tibet, when a person was taken ill, for his friends to send gifts to 
some of the lamas in the district asking for spiritual healing through their meditations, and 
Tsethar did this now on my behalf. One was sent to a lama who held a senior post under the 
Chinese administration. He sent back word that though he was sorry to hear of my illness, the 
arrival of the gift was a blessing, for it enabled him to let me know through the bearer that the 
local Communist Committee had been discussing how they might get hold of Trungpa Tulku 
and were trying to discover where he was staying. He added that news had come through that 
a resistance group was centred around Surmang and that the fighting there was very heavy. 

A number of people had come to Yag for the celebration of the Vajra-amrit and to receive 
its blessing. They were told about my sudden illness and Yag Tulku officiated in my place. 
Jigme Rinpoche, who was a doctor, was now determined that I should rest. He had never 
approved of my returning to Surmang, though he declared it was not his business; but now he 
insisted that I must rest for at least a month. Everyone realized that I was too ill to travel and 
that I could not stay at Yag for much longer. 

My bursar consulted Yag Tulku, Jigme Rinpoche and other senior lamas. They decided 
that he should go back to Surmang and find out what the position there really was, and in the 
meantime I should go wherever I felt inclined, but in secret: when Tsethar returned, we could 
decide what further steps to take. 

Tsethar at once made arrangements to leave Yag with all except four of our monks, taking 
letters from me addressed to both the monasteries of Surmang in which I said that I hoped 
they would understand how I always wanted to serve them and that they must not think I had 
any wish to stay away. I begged them not to make any unnecessary resistance against the 
Chinese. I fully understood how difficult things were becoming, but there was no point in 
using force. which would inevitably lead to their extinction. On the other hand, if things got 
really bad they should try to join me in the Yag district which was nearer both to India and 
Central Tibet and where the local people were ready to help us. 

Tsethar arranged for our herds to be looked after by some friends around Drölma 
Lhakhang. I advised him to take money and portable articles which could be exchanged, both 
for his own journey and for Surmang should the need arise. He followed my advice, though 
he said he was quite certain there would be no emergency and that on reaching Surmang he 
would immediately put my residence in order in preparation for my return. I repeated how 
very delicate our position was with the Communists, and that we must not show any 
antagonism towards them. 

Some of the monks and lay people escorted his party for two days. On their return, they 
told us that they had met some people from Surmang who had said that the Communists had 
already collected all the arms in the district, even meat choppers, and had posted guards at the 
ferry across the river and at all points of importance on the road. We knew that if my bursar 
were to be captured, our own position would be in jeopardy as the Chinese would then know 

where I might be found. I had been recuperating at Yag for a week when we heard that the 
Communists were stationed on all the routes between Riwoche and Chamdo, though as yet 
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no-one knew how far their troops had penetrated beyond that area. We felt sure that they 
were in control of the ferry of Dongdrong Trukha, but it was uncertain from what direction 
they would approach us. All this was extremely disturbing. 

My bursar had again assigned Yonten to carry out his duties, and since my private 
secretary had also left with the party for Surmang, he had been replaced by a monk from 
Drölma Lhakhang. One personal attendant remained with me and these three, together with a 
monk in charge of the horses, formed my immediate staff; all the other monks serving me 
belonged to Drölma Lhakhang. 

We discussed our plans among ourselves. Invitations came from various people who had 
attended the wangkur; they offered to look after me and suggested that we might be 
concealed in the remoter parts of the country, but I was not convinced that it would be safe 
even there. 

After a week's rest I was feeling stronger, so we were able to have a final session of 
devotional chanting together with a communal meal, ending with the Marme Monlam, at 
which we prayed for a reunion of teachers and pupils and gave thanksgiving for the grace and 
knowledge we had received. All who were there held lamps which had been lighted from a 
lamp on the shrine. As the teacher, my lamp was the first to be lit, and from it the flame was 
passed on to all who were present. Then each person tied his white scarf to that of his 
neighbour and finally to mine so that the white band linked us all, and they all repeated after 
me a chant which resounded through the hall. The flame of the lamp symbolized the light of 
gnosis (jnana) which is individually received, but is an indivisible Unity in itself The chain of 
white scarves represented the purity of those holding it to strengthen their spiritual life and 
persevere with the teachings they had received. I thanked all those who had been at the 
wangkur; I had learned in the teaching and they in attending.  

 
I said 'none of us know what the future may bring, and we may never be allowed to be 

together again in the flesh, but spiritually we are one. Our having had this opportunity to be 
together is the beginning of a union that will last for many lives. To bring all this into our 
daily lives we must continue our efforts to follow the promptings of the guru within 
ourselves. We must keep the balance 

between our mundane activities and our strivings for spiritual perfection. We must do our 
best to help all beings caught in the suffering that the world is now experiencing. We who 
have had this wonderful time together must now disperse. The assembly hall will soon be 
empty, with the shrine, the throne and the decorations all dismantled, but we must not be too 
distressed. With the menace from the Chinese becoming ever more severe, everything 
demonstrates the impermanence of earthly existence.' 

We felt that my future plans must be decided upon within a week, for the Communists 
might discover that I was at Yag. There were many suitable hiding places in the district, but it 
was difficult to choose one without offending the many other kind people who had offered 
help. So I went into retreat at Yag and resorted once more to tagpa divination. The answer 
was that the country round Yo would be best, the local experts concurred and my friends 
agreed to supply me with food. 

I was still considered to be in retreat, my yellow curtains were always drawn and it was 
not really known whether or not I was in the monastery of Yag. I asked an elderly lama 
whose room was next to mine to sound his bell and drum each day as if it came from my 
room: then I left in the middle of the night. Jigme Rinpoche and his brother came with me, 
also my personal attendant and one monk. Our horses and baggage had been sent on ahead to 
a place on the outskirts of the monastery where Jigme's brother and his servants were waiting. 
Yag Tulku who had accompanied us then went back. It was bitterly cold, we missed the 
heated wall of the monastery, and the night was so dark we could see nothing and had to trust 
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to our horses to follow the trail. 
The following morning at about seven we reached the house of the landowner to whom the 

valley of our projected hideout belonged. He gave us a warm welcome and we were thankful 
for the hot milk he offered us, for we were frozen. A fire of ox dung was immediately lit; it 
was smoky and gave out little heat, but it helped to restore us, after which we started off 
again. The landowner himself led us to our hideout which we reached in about five hours. We 
crossed a mountain pass which led us to a valley used for grazing cattle in the summer, but 
which was uninhabited during the winter months when the pass was under snow. Here the 
yaks used to be left to look after themselves, only the females (dris) being driven down to the 
farms for the winter. The further end of the valley was inaccessible, 

being cut off by a high gorge through which the river Yochu escaped into the Gyemo 
Ngiilchu by a series of cascades and gorges. These grazing grounds were unknown to all 
except the local herds-men and the landowner, and the place itself was called the Valley of 
Mystery. 

We now had to look for the best place to set up our camp, so we slept where we were for 
the first night and started searching the following day. Up and down the valley there were a 
few primitive shelters used in the summer by herdsmen, so we picked on one of them at the 
far end on the banks of a frozen stream. The weather was fine and there was hard frost at 
night, though as yet no snow. 

The landowner remained with our party to help, and we all set about putting the shelter in 
order. It was built up against a large rock and the walls were of loose stone. In order to put 
our tents inside we had to remove the roof. My tent and Jigme's, which he shared with his 
brother, were of white canvas, while my attendant and the monk who did the cooking had a 
larger one made of yak's hair, which also served as a kitchen. After three days the landowner 
with his own and Jigme's servants went back, leaving us with large supplies of butter and 
dried cheese made of boiled dris' milk, as well as a lot of cakes made with butter, dried curd, 
hard cheese and a particular kind of vegetable flour made from a kind of artichoke which had 
been roasted before being ground. All this was in addition to what Yag Tulku and Akong 
Tulku had sent with us. When our kind host left, he said he hoped he would be able to visit us 
occasionally and give us news of the latest political developments. He encouraged us to 
remain there for a long time, for he thought it would be impossible for the Chinese to find us 
in that remote place. He did not think that we would ever be completely cut off; as when the 
snow became deep he could in an emergency open up the path with yaks. 

 
This was the first time that I had found myself isolated from the world without any visitors 

and almost without attendants. I was, however, ready to stay there for a long time as I had 
brought with me some sixty volumes of spiritual instruction. 

We used to go out together to collect wood, but my attendant was rather upset that I 
should share in such domestic work, for he considered it his duty to do all these things for us. 
The birds woke us up each day and my mornings were spent in devotions and meditation. As 
the frost became more severe; it was almost impossible for me to use my bell and drum as the 
metal was too cold, and we had to wear our sheepskin coats all the time. My young attendant 
was utterly self-sacrificing and only thought of my comfort, neglecting his own. He always 
managed to keep a fire made of twigs going in my tent both morning and evening, though it 
did little but warm my face as I gazed into it. I used to eat the midday meal with Jigme 
Rinpoche and his brother and we took long walks together in the afternoons; in the evenings 
we used to gather together with our two attendants in Jigme's tent which had an outlet for the 
smoke and was larger than mine. Jigme was in his fifties, not tall but very tough; he had a 
very practical way of looking at things with a wonderful sense of humour. It was never dull in 
his company, for he was an excellent story-teller and having travelled on pilgrimages to many 
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places including India, he told us lots of amusing yarns about his experiences. 
As the winter advanced, the yaks which had been left in the valley came down in herds to 

the lower pastures; it began to snow very heavily, causing avalanches and rocks to fall with a 
tremendous roar which at first we thought came from Chinese guns. As the snow was so deep 
we had left off expecting visitors, but one day a man suddenly appeared. It was an old servant 
of Jigme on horseback with two yaks laden with food-stuffs. The snow had reached up to his 
stirrups, but the man said that he had not felt the cold as intensely as when he had had to 
travel in the biting wind. He brought us some butter and milk, which were all the more 
acceptable as we had long been without fresh food. He had no political news to report, but 
told us that Jigme's sister was very ill. He also said people were beginning to doubt whether I 
was still at Yag. 

He brought me a letter from one of my friends, a tulku who had gone to Yag to ask for my 
advice; he wanted to know what his monastery should do in regard to the Communists. Yag 
Tulku had told him that I could not be disturbed as I was still in retreat, but I would write to 
him later. I was able to reply telling him that the situation was becoming very serious and that 
if his monks were thinking of escaping, it might be best not to delay too long. Both from a 
religious and a practical point of view it was very important not to cause any open 
antagonism with the Chinese which would only hasten disaster. 

Jigme and I were feeling a little lonely and we longed for more company; since the servant 
was returning, I sent a letter to Akong Tulku to suggest his coming to join us. On receipt of it 
he immediately made preparations to come, and was with us in time to share in our devotions 
preceding the New Year. 

A local landowner sent several horsemen to bring us New Year offerings of food and gifts 
from Drölma Lhakhang and Yag monasteries. These were so lavish that we had almost more 
food than we could eat. The horsemen gave us some rather vague news about the Resistance 
forces which were fighting quite successfully in several parts of Tibet. 

About three weeks later my bursar arrived with another monk. He had failed to reach 
Surmang, and the news he brought was extremely distressing. He told us that when he left 
Drölma Lhakhang he was able to cross by the ferry over the Dzachu because the Communists 
had withdrawn their guards after collecting all arms in the district and making lists of all the 
local families and their possessions. They had been planning to establish a military camp near 
the ferry, but owing to an attack in the neighbourhood from the Resistance they had for the 
time being been obliged to leave the place. So Tsethar was able to proceed and had great 
hopes ofreachmg Surmang, but on his way towards Lhathog he met travellers who told him 
that Surmang had been attacked about a month previously and Namgyal-tse had been 
destroyed; only very few monks had been able to escape. Düdtsi-til had suffered less; the 
senior secretary and a number of the monks had been able to get away and they had made for 
the district of Lhathog which appeared to be safer. On making further enquiries  

Tsethar was told that they had found shelter in the monastery of Kyere. On his arrival 
there he found the party, and also my mother and two sisters who were in a house near the 
monastery with my young brother the abbot. In tents all around there were a number of 
villagers from the neighbourhood of Surmang: the Communists had told these people that 
they could not remain in their own homes as they would be in danger from the guerillas; they 
must therefore go to Jyekundo under Chinese escort, but would be able to return later when 
the situation became more settled. 

Tsethar was told that a few months previously the Chinese had arranged a very large and 
important meeting to be held in Jyekundo, sending invitations to all the influential lamas and 
heads of the district. This was a customary procedure, but this time there was a difference, for 
the invitations were more in the form of an order; 

since to decline would only worsen the situation, the majority agreed to come. At the 
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meeting, the Chinese explained that they were there to guard the Tibetans from possible 
danger; to emphasize this point the hall was surrounded by Communist troops. Each day the 
Chinese asserted with greater vehemence their sole right to authority, and eventually they 
tried to force the Tibetan representatives to accept Communism. All the Tibetans present 
understood that if they did not agree their lives would be in danger, and Rashti Behu the head 
of the Rashji district, decided to escape. He walked out of the hall to where his bodyguard of 
five men were waiting with his horse, and they made off at a tremendous pace. The Chinese 
pursued them but did not catch up with the fugitives until their horses broke down, 
compelling the party of six to alight. A terrible fight ensued in which, after killing five or six 
Chinese, Rashij Behu himself was killed. 

After this the Chinese became much more aggressive in their attitude: the body of Rashij 
Behu was brought back and displayed in the hall and a week later all the Tibetans who 
attended the meeting were arrested. 

The Chinese now called meetings in the twenty-five districts under Jyekundo to impress 
upon the people that they must change to the Communist way of life. They were told that if 
they did not comply with these orders the lives of their representatives who had attended the 
meeting would be forfeit. This was more than the people were able to stand: they protested 
that their representatives could not answer for each one of them. When the Chinese 
demanded that everyone hand over his arms, the Tibetans rose in open revolt and armed 
resistance was organized in all the districts, each of which had its own centre of Chinese 
administration. 

The small Communist office in Namgyal-tse just outside the monastery was the first to be 
destroyed and similar attacks were made throughout the twenty-five districts of the province. 
They were successful in all the smaller centres. The resistance fighters eventually reached 
Jyekundo and occupied the large monastery overlooking the town, which was still in Chinese 
hands, thus cutting off all communications with it. They had also tried to cut the Chinese road 
between Jyekundo and China but at each attempt it was immediately repaired by the Chinese. 
Many of the towns on this road were taken by the Tibetans and very severe fighting took 
place in Trindu, where the Communists in order to protect themselves had 

mined the roads. But the Resistance troops drove cattle in front of them to explode the 
mines and over a thousand Chinese in the town were killed. These successes continued for 
about one and a half months. The Communists, however, then received reinforcements and 
their overwhelming numbers forced the Resistance party back. 

Though the Chinese in Nangchen expected their compatriots to arrive soon, they were in a 
state of siege and had run out of food and water. In their desperation they resorted to strategy. 
They sent two Chinese who knew Tibetan out of the town disguised as lamas who, as they 
gave people to understand, had been forced to leave their hermitage. These men approached 
the resistance troops and pretended that they were still under a strict vow of silence; to avoid 
having to talk they wenton fingering their rosaries, their lips appearing to be repeating 
mantras. They both looked so genuine that the resistance men believed they could be relied 
upon. The junior of the two indicated in dumb show that Chinese reinforcements were less 
than a mile away. At this the besiegers left their trenches in order to combat the oncoming 
Communists. The two lamas suddenly disappeared, and the Chinese in the town were able to 
make a successful sortie for food and water; when the Resistance troops returned to their 
trenches, having seen nothing of the Communists, they realized that they had been tricked. 
Fresh Communist troops arrived five days later and routed the besiegers. 

The situation was now becoming very serious for the Tibetans; nearly all those living in 
monasteries or towns, particularly the able bodied, were made prisoners. The Communists 
now in command were completely ruthless; the whole order of behaviour was changed. 
Those who had been established in the administration before the invasion and had had 
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friendly relations with the Tibetans, now had no control. 
The Communist army was arriving in thousands and using automatic weapons hitherto 

unknown in Tibet. From their headquarters in Jyekundo and Nangchen they were sending 
their troops in all directions capturing the inhabitants and destroying the monasteries and the 
homes of the peasants. Some of the Resistance took shelter in Namgyal-tse Monastery. It was 
attacked by Communist troops from Nangchen and the fight went on for nearly two days, 
leaving most of the Tibetans dead in the monastery, as well as several hundred Communist 
soldiers. The whole place was looted, and the buildings destroyed. Dorlha, who had formerly 
been senior in the Jyekundo administration, was in command of the insurgent party; he 
fought with extreme bravery and then managed to escape. A few monks were able to get 
away and some of them discarded their robes and joined the Resistance, others were killed 
and the majority captured. Garwang Rinpoche, the abbot of Namgyal-tse, had disappeared 
after attending the meeting at Jyckundo. 

By now there was not a single monastery left to carry out its religious functions, between 
Djidtsi-til and China. All the districts were full of the wounded and the dying. Chinese troops 
were everywhere, while the people who had escaped were now starving. Women and children 
left in the villages were in no better plight. Many mishaps befell those who tried to escape; 
there were diseases and accidents, small children fell from their horses, and everywhere there 
was shortage of food. 

As for Dijdtsi-til it did not escape the common fate. It was attacked from the north: 
Chinese troops broke into the library and threw out all the valuable books, tearing off their 
covers; the good Tibetan paper was either just strewn around or else was given as fodder to 
their horses. Those treasures of the shrines which were made of precious metals, such as 
images and lamps, were broken up and the metal was sent off to China. The precious painted 
scrolls were taken down and used as trays on which to serve the soldiers' meals of meat and 
rice. Everything of value in the monastery was removed; they even broke into the tomb of the 
tenth Trungpa Tulku and left the embalmed body exposed. 

Those monks who were able to escape had no other alternatuve but to abandon their 
monastery without attempting resistance. The elderly lama who directed meditation at the 
retreat centre was, however, taken prisoner with some ten other monks. They were confined 
in the gonkhang, the temple of the Tutelary Deities. This was the oldest part of Dijdtsi-til and 
dated from the sixteenth century, since when it had always been used for special spiritual 
activities. It was half chapel, half dwelling house. The elderly lama told his fellow prisoners, 
'Since this building has been set aside for meditation, it should still be so used, and this 
experience should make us realize its true purpose. We must accept that what has happened is 
all part of our training in life. Indeed, this is our opportunity to understand the nature of the 
world and to attain a deeper level. Though we are shut up here as prisoners, our devotions 
should be the same as if we were freely gathered together in the assembly 

hall.' He went on in this way, and gradually, as this deeper spiritual teaching was put 
before them, his companions recovered their calm. 

The prisoners were scantily fed on a small daily portion of roasted barley (tsampa) and 
given hot water to drink. The younger monks who had been captured were sent out to remote 
valleys under an armed Chinese guard who also wore Tibetan clothes; they had to search for 
Tibetans in hiding and tell them that they must return to their villages. Everyone was 
questioned about me, but the monks themselves did not know where I might be found. 

The building itself was left intact, being used together with the surrounding houses as an 
army base. From there the Chinese attacked all the neighbouring monasteries and villages, 
bringing their prisoners back to Düdtsi-til. The fort which had been there in the time of Adro 
Shelu-bum and had become part of the monastery, was now used once more as a watch 
tower. 
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The Chinese army stayed at Djidtsi-til for about a month. They had intended to make it a 
permanent centre, but on receiving orders from army headquarters they evacuated the place, 
carrying away everything which might be of value to themselves; the prisoners they took with 
them. The cattle in the district had all been rounded up and sent to Jyekundo airport which 
was in a flat valley a few miles from the town. The journey was a cruel one for the prisoners, 
as their captors were ordered not to delay, so they travelled night and day, with the Tibetans 
on foot and the Chinese on horseback. When they reached Jyekundo, the women were sent to 
the airport to look after the cattle; their children were taken from them and placed in 
communal nurseries under strangers. All able bodied men and a few women were put on 
forced labour for road-making and those who were too old to work were sent to concentration 
camps, together with those senior people who had not been shot. 

Before the armies left the district, the Communists had entered the houses of the better 
class Tibetans and ransacked them; they had taken the clothes of the masters and made the 
servants wear them, and the masters had been forced to put on the servants' clothes. 

The country was full of informers: the newly arrived Communist army made use of 
everyone who could help them, such as Chinese officials previously established in the district 
and Tibetan youths who had been recruited into their army when they first invaded Tibet; a 
number of these boys deserted to the Resistance, but those who had remained with the 
Communists became useful as guides. My secretary gave me news about what had happened 
in the wild and sparsely inhabited country north west of Jyekundo. The whole area, known as 
Changthang, is a vast plateau and exceedingly cold. Knowing that the Communists were 
advancing from the north east, the people of these high regions escaped to the north west and 
lived in large camps. The Chinese now sent troops to attack them, having sighted their camps 
from their aeroplanes. 

When the inhabitants left their villages, they had taken most of their cattle and personal 
possessions with them and this had made their camps very conspicuous targets for the 
Communist planes. Near the Lake of Heaven (Tengri Nor) there was a terrible fight; the 
refugees had camped beside this long lake which has a rocky mountain on one side; women 
and children were put behind these rocks for greater safety. The Communists attacked from 
three sides and the fighting went on for two days at the odds of one hundred and fifty 
Tibetans against a thousand Communist troops. Though the situation was desperate the 
Tibetan men fought with such bravery that, despite many casualties, the women and children 
were saved. 

All these things had happened whilst I was at Yag, but no-one had been able to 
communicate with me at the time. 

The bursar also told me that my mother and my two sisters had gone to visit my young 
brother, the abbot of Kyere, before the serious outbreak of hostilities and had stayed on there 
when conditions became dangerous. My mother sent me a message saying that she was 
relieved to think that I was in a safer place; I must not worry about her; if I had to leave the 
country she would be content for she thought only of my safety. 

The refugees from the area around Surmang had been alloted camping sites and grazing 
for their cattle by the people living near Kyere; they still thought they would be able to return 
to their homes and our monks also expected to go back to D-dtsi-til; all thought that the 
Communists' threat to return would not be carried out. My bursar said he had done his best to 
encourage this belief. He had gone to Dijdtsi-til himself with a few monks and found all the 
buildings intact, so he had arranged with some poor herdsmen still living in the 
neighbourhood to take charge of them. At the monastery he had seen the desecrated tomb of 
the tenth Trungpa Tulku with the body exposed and on his return to Kyere had sent a party of 
monks to cremate it. 

As soon as he got back to Kyere he had called a meeting of our monks; all agreed that they 
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should return to their monastery and had written the letter which bursar Tsethar had brought 
with him. It said they hoped to resettle at Düdtsi-til and begged me to return to them; they 
asked me to think over the matter carefully, for if, during the life of the eleventh Trungpa 
Tulku, both monasteries ceased to function it would be a disaster. I asked the bursar how he 
had been able to travel through the country in its present disturbed state; he replied that he 
had been aware of the danger and moved cautiously. I then asked him if other communities 
intended to return to their monasteries; to this he answered that, as far as he knew, no-one 
else had such an intention. I wanted to know what were the individual opinions of my monks 
in regard to myself and he said that they were quite satisfied with the action I had taken to 
avoid danger; in fact, I had relieved them of the great responsibility of taking care of me. 

It was difficult to reply to the letter, though it was obvious that decisions could not be long 
delayed; I used prasena again, which indicated that I should not go to Kyere and that I should 
even leave my present retreat fairly soon. 

My answer to the letter was as follows: 'We should not think only of the survival of our 
monastery, nor of my own reputation. You must see that the whole country has been 
devastated. If we try to re-establish Düdtsi-til the Communists will inevitably return and the 
suffering will only be repeated; probably we shall all losc our lives. Where I am now, we are 
in the province of Central Tibet unless a change for the worse takes place here, we are in a 
bettei position than at Surmang. My monks must consider the possibility- of remaining where 
they are or of coming to this area; I think nothing would be more dangerous than to return to 
Surmang.' 

I read my letter to the bursar and added 'I agreed earlier to return to Surmang, but this was 
in the hopes of saving our monastery Now, if I join you, we will certainly be a target for 
attack from the Communists and their persecution of our people will begin all ove again. 
They will believe that I encouraged the resistance; this will only lead to further bloodshed. I 
think there is little hope of re establishing our monastery, but I will not attempt to escape 
myself before I have received further information from our monks a Kyere.' 

The bursar had little to say in reply; incurably sanguine, he dun to the belief that 
everything would end well. He was obsessed with the calamity which had overtaken Surmang 
and failed to recognize the fact that the disaster was one involving the whole country. Though 
my companions were in favour of my leaving the district immediately, we decided that I 
should stay on where I was until an answer came back from Kyere. As for Tsethar, he went to 
Drölma Lhakhang with the monk in charge of the horses to make arrangements about our 
animals which were being cared for in the neighbourhood; he now wanted to exchange them 
for money and portable articles. 

The weather was now improving and the valley where we were hiding was bursting into 
spring. Akong Tulku and I, sometimes accompanied by Jigme Rinpoche and his brother, used 
to take long walks along tracks that animals had made through the willow and juniper scrub. 
There was so much to see; birds, including the white goose, and many animals such as musk 
deer, brown bears, Tibetan pandas and foxes were to be seen. To hear a fox barking is con-
sidered to be a b-d omen in Tibet; one full moon night after the New Year we heard one 
followed by the cries of jackals; the sound echoed from rock to rock and was frightening in 
the silence and loneliness of the valley. 

The next day a messenger came to tell Jigme Rinpoche that his sister was dying; he and 
his brother left at once, saying that if his sister recovered he would return. A few days later he 
sent to tell us that his sister had died; her body had been cremated, but he would very much 
like me to perform the funeral rites. He said that on his return to his family's house he had 
realized how very cold we were in the Valley of Mystery and, since his house was a large 
one, he could hide me there without difficulty. He would let others know that he himself was 
engaged in special devotions and must remain in retreat, so no-one would know that I was 

 62



there. I was of course to travel by night; he also asked Akong to come with me. My attendant 
monk was delighted at this invitation, though he admitted he had made much progress in 
meditation in the solitude of the valley. I myself felt no inclination to go; we had grown fond 
of the place. I had been able to work a good deal, but had not finished a book I was writing 
on meditation, showing its gradual development up to the final fruition. 

Jigme Rinpoche had been so exceedingly kind to us that I thought we must accept his 
invitation for a short time; we knew that his sister had been a nun and a very saintly woman. 
We asked the young monk who had come with us to the valley to look after our things; the 
landowner had sent an old nun to attend to the yaks, so he would not be left entirely alone. As 
we started on our journey, I had a presentiment that we would not return to the valley that had 
sheltered us so well. 

The snow on the pass was very deep and I had to walk behind my horse, holding on to its 
tail to pull me up the slope. On reaching the summit, we ran into a blizzard; the prayer flag on 
the cairn was all but torn away by the wind and only just showed above the deep snow. It was 
even more difficult going down the other side of the pass. I had to walk in front of my horse, 
holding on to the reins; the horse, being steadier than myself, was able to act as a brake in 
case I slipped. We travelled all through the day and reached the landowner's house towards 
evening; there we waited till it was quite dark. He himself wanted me to return at once to the 
shelter of the valley, for he thought there could be no safer hiding place from the Chinese. 
The night became colder and colder; it was pitch dark, but our guide knew the way and, 
hurrying along, we reached Jigme Rinpoche's house before the dawn broke. 

The warmed rooms were welcome, though our frozen hands and feet tingled painfully; the 
contrast between our primitive life in the valley and the comfort of Jigme's house could 
hardly have been greater. It was a very quiet place; since the funeral rites were in progress no 
visitors called, but from the windows we could see the constant stream of Communist troops 
and lorries going along the road on the other side of the river. 

This sudden change in our surroundings did not seem to suit my health, and after we had 
performed our devotions for a week, Akong Tulku's bursar arrived; he consulted with Jigme 
Rinpoche and they decided that, since I was not well, it would be unwise for me to undertake 
the strenuous return journey to the Valley of Mystery. They thought that there were equally 
good hiding places within easier reach. In fact, there was a cave I had long wanted to visit, so 
I asked them if they thought it would be suitable as a hiding place; to this proposal they 
agreed and said they would make the necessary arrangements. 

Akong Rinpoche went home to his monastery and I left with my attendant for the cave, 
starting off at midnight; our guide was an elderly nun from one of the Drölma Lhakhang 
nunneries. As we could not reach the place bcfore daybreak we rested on the way in 

another large cave on the south side of Mt Kulha Ngang-ya. The road ran beside the 
mountain, but the cave was so high up that we had to climb beyond a moraine to get to it. It 
had two divisions, an upper and a lower, we put our horses in the lower one. We were not 
able to light fires Tor fear that they would give away our position, but we had plenty of dried 
meat and cheese with us, and our saddle rugs were useful for bedding. As soon as it became 
dark we resumed our journey; there were villages on the way and we passed by one of the 
local nunneries. Akong Tulku had arranged for some of his monks to get our cave ready, and 
when we reached it we found a fire already lit and food and bedding laid out. 

The cave of my choice had been discovered by Lama Mo-ntrug; his story is remarkable. 
He was born in the late nineteenth century in an area on the borders of Assam where the 
people believe in nature spirits, which they propitiate by animal sacrifices. This had 
distressed Montrug from his early childhood and while still young he decided to leave his 
home. He pretended to be going on a hunting expedition and walked towards the Tibetan 
border; on his way there he came to the retreats of several Tibetan hermits. They told him 
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about Thoga, a lama of Drölma Lhakhang, who had founded the four nunneries in that 
district. All he heard from the hermits encouraged him to seek out Thoga Rinpoche who 
became his guru. 

After three years training under this Master he undertook a long retreat and, being 
accustomed to climbing, he searched the nearby mountains for a suitable cave. Mt Kulha 
Ngang-ya seemed a good situation so, using a pickaxe, he started to hollow out a cave in the 
rock. After a day's work he had got through about a yard when he came to an opening into a 
natural cave with a hole in the roof that could serve as a chimney. A tunnel led to a second 
cavern, with a natural window looking out on a steep and inaccessible part of the mountain. 
Lama Mo-ntrug remained here to meditate for the rest of his life. 

We found the cave wonderfully warm; for fuel, we burnt a plant called gongmo-potho, 
which grows in strange woolly clusters between the rocks; the nuns gathered it for us. A 
mountain stream ran nearby. This was an ideal place for working on my book, as there were 
no interruptions and no great hardship from the cold; the only drawback was that I had 
nowhere to walk so that I lacked exercise. The nun remained with my attendant, to cook and 
look after me: the two lived and slept in the front cave which was also our kitchen. After a 
week, however, I found the constant ministrations of the good nun somewhat distracting; I 
wanted to be left alone to meditate. When she told me about another cave some three hours' 
ride further on, on Mt Kyo Rinchen-pungpa, which with its surrounding villages was owned 
by her family, I sent word to Akong Tulku to have my horses brought to me and we moved 
on again. 

When we reached this other mountain, we found the cave blocked. However, the owner 
very kindly provided a black tent, which was put up near the cave on a flat ledge high up the 
mountain side. This ledge was sufficiently large for me to walk about, so I could now again 
take exercise. There was a waterfall on one side, which at that time was frozen, and behind its 
icicles ran a clear passage through which I would walk out and up the rocks, with no danger 
of being seen from below. In the rarified air I could hear herdsmen in the distance calling to 
their animals. At night the cold was intense; several blankets and a well made sheepskin coat 
imported from the west of Tibet did not suffice to keep me warm. My attendant found his 
native sheepskin and felt rugs better suited to this climate. 

I remained there quietly for a few weeks and was able to finish my book, which filled 
about one thousand sheets of Tibetan paper. The landowner's herdsmen got to suspect, 
however, that there was a lama in retreat somewhere on the mountain. The rumour spread 
quickly to the neighbouring village. All the inhabitants were very excited and thought it 
might possibly be me. The headman climbed up to our ledge to find out and when he saw me 
he used the Tibetan saying 'A golden rock has fallen on our doorstep', adding that it was 
fortunate for him and his fellow villagers that I had come to their neighbourhood. He was 
quite sure that the news of my whereabouts would go no further and that my retreat was as 
safe as any other hiding place; he assured me that all the villagers would look after me. He 
came again next day with his son and daughter4n4aw bringing barrels of curd and other food 
supplies. He said that his wife would like to visit me on the following day; she had not been 
able to come with them as she had stayed at home to look after the house. The news that he 
brought about the present situation in the country was that the Resistance party was fighting 
in the area round Kongpo, where the Brahmaputra enters India. At Chamdo, the Chinese were 
becoming more and more oppressive; however, he thought that his part of Tibet was safe, and 
if I wanted to move  from my present retreat, there were several equally good and remote 
places where I could lie concealed. 

On April 11th, at dawn, we heard neighing and the monk in charge of my horses appeared. 
He told me that my bursar, who was still attending to the business of selling our cattle at 
Drölma Lhakhang, was growing increasingly worried about the situation. The Communist 
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troops had now suddenly appeared in the vicinity, so he had sent this monk with my horses to 
ask what I thought should be done. The messenger had left the evening before and on his way 
had seen Communist troops marching towards Pasho-. They were telling the people that the 
Chinese had already gained possession of Lhasa and that they were now about to take control 
of Pasho district. The troops were coming from different directions, some from Chamdo and 
others from Enda, north of Drölma Lhakhang. He did not know what had happened at the 
monastery or to Akong Tulku after he himself had left. 

This news could mean one of two things; either the troops would go direct to Pasho or else 
they would attack each of the monasteries on the way. My tagpa (divination) indicated that 
the danger was certainly increasing but that there was no need for immediate alarm. I realized 
that I could neither go to Drölma Lhakhang nor to Yag, so I sent the monk back to make 
preparations to move our luggage. He wanted to know the exact date on which he should be 
ready. I told him, at the full moon, on April 23rd. This was the Earth Hog year, 1959, and I 
was now twenty. 

After he had left, a second monk came with a message from my bursar; Drölma Lhakhang 
had not been disturbed, for the Chinese had gone direct to Pasho. I went down to the nearby 
village, where I met a business man who had come straight from Chamdo. He told me that 
the military had been in complete control there since the first week of April. They had put 
loudspeakers everywhere telling the people that the Dalai Lama had been forcibly abducted 
by the guerillas. They said that the Chinese had always intended to liberate the Tibetans and 
that they were there to bring great benefits to the people by peaceful means. They had, 
however, been forced to fire some guns in Lhasa when the guerillas attacked them and Nor-
bulingkha, the Summer Palace, had been slightly damaged, but now everything was all right: 
they added that the Chinese had been obliged to take over the civil government because the 
Tibetans had broken the 'Seventeen Point Agreement' of 1949; they also declared 

that Tibetans must not have any contact with the foreign 'Imperialists'. 
 
My informant told me that Tibetan officials who up till now had worked with the Chinese 

were being arrested and all telephones in their homes had been disconnected. Every bridge on 
the two Chamdo rivers was being guarded. The townspeople looked frightened and miserable 
and all gaiety was at an end. Everyone entering Chamdo was questioned as to his reasons for 
travelling. Part of the monastery was being used as a jail, though a few monks were allowed 
to remain in the rest of it; however, anyone visiting them was sighted through field glasses 
and accused of being a spy. The Communists had dug trenches on the hills round the town 
and it was estimated that some forty thousand troops were encamped in the vicinity. The 
Chinese had tried to encourage the Tibetans to return to their homes, telling them that there 
was nothing to fear and that everything that had taken place was to their advantage. 

By April i4th the Chinese had gained complete control in Pasho-. They had interned the 
lamas in the assembly hall of their monastery. The place was desecrated and everything of 
value removed. All the officials in the town had been captured and the food from the 
monastery and the government stores, as well as from the local shops, had been taken and 
sent away to Chamdo. A temporary concentration camp had been set up. The fact that 
resistance forces under Andrup had previously visited Pasho now made things worse for the 
inhabitants. On their way to the town the Chinese had captured any travellers on the road and 
had forced them to accompany the army, so no-one had been able to give any warning of 
their approach. Previously the Communists had not actually done any damage to the 
surrounding villages, but the people there were living in terror of spies who might give them 
away later. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

MUST WE ESCAPE? 
 
WAITING for the 23rd, I went down to the village where I stayed with several families in 

succession. Yag Tulku came to see me, which was a great pleasure as he had always been so 
helpful with his mature advice and had shown such understanding about my difficulties at the 
time when the bursar was so insistent that I should go back to Surmang. This time, however, 
his mind was taken up with the Chinese situation; he seemed to be more nervous than I was 
myself and could give me no clear guidance. I told him that I had fixed the date for my 
departure; it was to be on April 23rd. He wanted to come with me, but said that he would 
have to bring some of the senior monks with him and also a good deal of baggage. We 
discussed the route and I pointed out to him that we might have great difficulty in crossing 
the Gyemo Ngliichu river, for there was only one bridge, and at other places it was crossed 
by ferry. Since the Communists were in control at Pasho, they would probably have put 
guards all along the river. We had no knowledge of the conditions at the bridge. I tried to 
explain to Yag Tulku that this would not be an easy journey like the tours we used to make, 
this time it was going to be a life or death escape. We would have to reduce our baggage to a 
minimum and make ourselves as inconspicuous as possible. He still wanted to come with me, 
but felt he must first consult his secretary. He thought that the baggage question could be 
solved if he came with us on horseback with a few monks only bringing whatever was 
required for the journey; a small additional number of mules would suffice to carry the most 
valuable possessions, leaving a second party to follow consisting of the other monks with 
yaks to transport the remainder of the baggage. However, he doubted whether he could make 
all these arrangements by the 23rd. I emphasized that the party must be kept as small as 
possible, or there would be no chance for any of us. If many people wanted to try and escape, 
they must split up into smaller groups and travel separately. Whereupon Yag Tulku went 
back to his monastery to collect his party. 

The monk horseman who had come to see me in my mountain retreat was now returning 
to Dro-lma-Lhakhang. I gave him a letter to Akong Tulku telling him that I had decided to 
leave on the 23rd and that, if he wanted to come with me, he must discuss the matter with his 
monks and come to an early and firm decision. I thought it unlikely that Drölma Lhakhang 
would be left in peace after what had happened in other parts of Tibet and particularly at 
Surmang. Should he come with me, I promised his monastery that I would do my best to look 
after him, but I realized that such a journey might be dangerous for both of us. My own date 
for departure was fixed and I had every intention of sticking to it. Yag Tulku might be 
coming with us and, if he decided to do so, I had told him that his baggage must be severely 
cut down. We should have to keep to a small party; with every additional person the danger 
would become greater and my own responsibility would also be increased; moreover, there 
was always the possibility that others might wish to join us on the way; this was how I wrote 
to my friend Akong. 

Until the 22nd I remained in the village and then set off at night for Drölma Lhakhang 
which I reached at six o'clock the next morning after a roundabout journey avoiding villages, 
while a tremendous snowstorm was raging. Both Akong Tulku and my bursar had tried to 
keep our plans secret, but the news of my intended departure had leaked out and on my 
arrival at the monastery I found a number of monks and villagers assembled who wanted to 
receive my blessing and to consult me about what they themselves should do. Some of them 
suggested organizing local resistance. I had very little time to talk to them and none to give 
any individual advice, so I spoke to the crowd in the assembly hall. I told them it would be 
useless to attempt to fight and, since I did not even know myself where I was going, I could 
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offer them no concrete suggestions. At the moment I was thinking of Central Tibet; however, 
they must realize that there was danger everywhere. I told them to remember the teaching we 
had shared during the wangkur. Before I said goodbye they all filed past me to receive a 
blessing, after which I left hastily for fear of further delays as more and more people were 
arriving. 

Akong Rinpoche had decided to come with me with the approval of his monks, but my 
bursar had changed his mind; he could not 

bridge without meeting any Chinese; this was cheering news. The next night we stayed in 
an isolated house belonging to a celebrated doctor, who welcomed us warmly. He specialized 
in the use of herbal remedies and had several sheds where he kept a stock of local herbs 
together with other medicines imported from India. A wonderful meal was put before us, in 
which special spices were used to flavour dishes our host himself had invented. He was 
convinced that at the moment we had nothing to fear from the Communists. Next day he gave 
us detailed instructions about what food to eat or avoid on our journey, also telling us where 
the water was good, bad or medicinal. 

We set out very early in the morning; some of the neighbouring villagers, however, had 
somehow got to know that we were in the district and came to ask for my blessing and also 
for advice and this delayed us somewhat. Our next stop was by a lake surrounded by five 
mountains, known as the Five Mothers; these had been held to be sacred by the followers of 
the old Bon religion. Here we had tea and then changed into ordinary Tibetan civilian clothes 
with European felt hats such as many people wear in Tibet. As I have mentioned before, such 
a change of clothes has a bad psychological effect on a monk, it gave one a sense of 
desolation. 

Our track now led us over heights, with the land sloping down to a distant river. A 
message had been sent to Kino Monastery which lay some miles from the bridge, announcing 
our coming. On the way down we were overtaken by Akong's tutor from Drölma Lhakhang 
who had followed lis to see that all was well with our party. A little further on we met a 
traveller coming from the direction of the bridge; he too reassured us saying that there were 
no Chinese in the vicinity. Since the monks at Kino had been forewarned, they had prepared a 
small procession to welcome us at the entrance to the monastery. Its abbot was a married 
lama who lived outside the precincts but was still in charge of the community, while the 
khenpo (master of studies) lived within the monastery and acted as deputy abbot'. Being 
received with all the traditional monastic ceremonial, I felt a sense of personal shame at 
appearing in lay dress. During our three days' stay there many people from the surrounding 
villages came to ask for a blessing and to put their personal troubles before me. We had to be 
particularly careful in this place since it lay near the bridge, so that there was always the 
possibility of the Communists coming this way, since Pashb lay only a few miles up stream, 
on the bear to leave so many treasures behind while I, for my part, kept firmly to the decision 
to travel on horseback with a few mules to carry the basic necessities for the journey. It was 
arranged for a Lhathog woman to inform my monks at Kyere about my departure. After all 
this delay, our party could not even wait to have a meal, though my attendant and I had not 
eaten since the night before, so we set out on empty stomachs. Yo-nten came with us as 
acting bursar and the two attendants who had been with me in the Valley of Mystery were 
also of the party. Akong Rinpoche brought his two brothers and we were also joined by Lama 
Geleg, the monk who had taken the kalung when I gave the wangkur at Yag. A young novice 
from Dro-lma-Lhakhang and an older monk from the retreat centre also came with us. The 
older monk was a very spiritual man, prepared to face any difficulties and dangers. 

We started with a tearful sendoff from all the monks of the monastery. It was a desolate 
moment for Akong Tulku who was leaving his own monks, especially the senior ones, who 
had brought him up with such loving care. My bursar accompanied us as far as the nunnery 
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which was to be our first stopping place. We had some thirty horses and fifty mules with us. 
The neighbouring villages had been asked to watch out and report if any Communists were in 
the district. 

On our arrival at the north nunnery I found the nuns very calm and thoughtful over the 
turn in affairs. They asked me to advise them what to do, saying they understood that they 
must accept whatever fate might bring. Some of the nearby villagers came to see me and we 
all talked for about an hour. As soon as there was a pause, the nuns offered us a meal which 
was very welcome. After we had eaten I went up to the hermitage and found the nun who was 
in retreat there. She was more concerned with my well being than with her own personal 
danger. We had a spiritual talk and I encouraged her to consider the disturbances of this life 
as an element in her meditation. 

Our party spent the night in the shelter of the nunnery and we talked until late in the 
evening. During the day all the baggage had had to be sorted and properly packed. Noone 
except the nuns knew that we were on our way to escape or for how long we would be 
staying at the nunnery; in fact, we disappeared after an early breakfast. 

Not long after, we met a man who had just crossed the river by the 
before sunrise, we started off to cross a high mountain range by a very steep zig-zag track; 

our animals had to stop frequently to regain their breath; we met some of the resistance 
soldiers coming down it. At the top we saw stone defence works which had been built on 
both sides of the road. Some of the soldiers came from the Lhathog district and among them 
was a doctor who knew me. He told me that he had left his home as a pilgrim and had joined 
the resistance army in Lhasa before the crisis. All the soldiers were tall, well set up men and 
looked very warlike; most of them carried rifles but a few only possessed old-fashioned 
muskets. The young soldiers seemed enthusiastic and proud to wear their military medals 
hung on yellow ribbons, inscribed with the words 'National Resistance Volunteers'; they were 
all singing songs and looked very cheerful. My personal attendant Karma-ngotrup, who had a 
simple optimistic nature, was much impressed with them; he said he felt sure that the 
Tibetans would get the better of the Chinese for, according to the law of karma, we who had 
never molested other countries must now surely deserve the victory. 

On the further side of the mountain we stopped and spent the night in tents, and the 
following day we reached Lhodzong, where we met a man from Kino who was partly in 
charge of the resistance troops. He told me his story, how he had met the commander Andrup 
Gonpo-trashi, who had impressed him as being a man of outstanding character; he thought 
that with such a leader directing their forces, the Resistance must be successful. My 
informant had been a senior official with the Riwo-che administration and had been held in 
the greatest respect by everyone in the area. Kino Tulku wished us to consult him about our 
escape plans but, when we did so, he was unable to give us any useful advice; and in fact, he 
only expressed the opinion that it was unnecessary for us to leave the country. 

Reaching Shi-tram Monastery we found the monks there quite calm and engaged on their 
ordinary routine, but beyond that point we began to meet with difficulties. On the main road 
to Lhasa there were so many resistance soldiers going in both directions, that very little 
grazing was available, added to which we found all provisions very expensive. We decided 
therefore to bypass the main road and follow a more roundabout track which brought us near 
the home of some of Kino Tulku's friends with whom we stayed for several days. The young 
abbot of Sephu who had been one of my pupils at the 

river Pashu which joined the Gyelmo Ngu-lchu just above the bridge; this gave the place a 
certain strategic importance. 

Kino Tulku and his wife now wanted to join our party. Unlike Yag Tulku, he was quite 
prepared to leave all his possessions behind. His wife came from near Drölma Lhakhang and 
they were both great friends of Akong Tulku. He said that since his friend was leaving and 
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the situation with the Communists was becoming ever more menacing, he thought they 
should escape with us. He and his wife made immediate preparations for the journey and 
decided to bring with them two monk attendants, five horses and eleven mules. A man with 
his wife and little daughter also asked if they could join us. They had sold up their home and 
bought three horses in addition to the two they already possessed. 

According to information received locally, if we could cross the bridge the country on the 
further side would be safe as it was under the administration of the Resistance. We made 
ready to go on and Akong's tutor returned to Drölma Lhakhang; he was in great distress over 
having to leave us for he realized that this was a complete separation from his beloved abbot. 

We soon reached the Shab-ye bridge which we crossed without difficulty; on the further 
side we met a guard of the Resistance army who checked our party to ascertain that we were 
not carrying arms. One of my attendants was carrying a rolled up pictorial scroll over his 
shoulder and the guard thought it looked suspiciously like a gun! When we had been cleared 
we were given passports. We enquired what steps were being taken to protect the area and 
were told that the whole district was being guarded and they thought that the Communists 
would not be able to break into it. He was very optimistic and said that the Resistance were 
even preparing to attack. We told him that the Communists had spread a report that the 
guerillas forced His Holiness the Dalai Lama to leave Lhasa early in March and that he had 
escaped and was now in India; also that Lhasa was now entirely under Communist control, 
though we ourselves did not believe this to be true. The guard likewise thought that this 
report was merely Chinese propaganda. Most of our companions were greatly cheered and 
muttered among themselves that such tales as these were not to be taken too seriously. 

All the party felt relief at not being in immediate danger. We stayed the night in a house in 
the village and Kino Tulku's monks returned to thefr monastery. The next day, getting up 
very early wangkur came to see us while we were there. He wanted to join our party with his 
mother, his tutor and several monks. I explained to the tutor that this escape was likely to be a 
difficult business; we did not yet know where to go, there was so much uncertainty about 
what had happened at Lhasa itself; therefore I advised him to think things over carefully 
before deciding whether to join us or not. Supposing that the monks of his monastery wished 
to come with him, this would make further difficulties and would endanger the whole party. 
When ten of us left Drölma Lhakhang it had been unanimously agreed that the party should 
be kept small; but already we had been joined by other people together with their baggage. 
The next morning the tutor came back to tell us that his abbot, who was in a great state of 
excitement, was determined to come with us. He had sent a message to his monks telling 
them that he had decided to escape but that, since I had insisted that it would be impossible to 
travel in a large group, they must understand that they could not come with him. When the 
young abbot joined us he brought about twenty more mules to add to our transport. After 
several more days on the road we came across Urgyan-tendzin, a young monk going on 
pilgrimage to Lhasa. He also asked to join us, and Kino Tulku told him that he could put his 
luggage on one of his own mules. We found him most helpful with loading and unloading the 
animals, and afterwards, at critical moments of the journey, he proved an invaluable member 
of our party, full of resource and courage. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

IT MUST BE INDIA 
 
THESE early weeks were really enjoyable; it was spring and the flowers were beginning 

to bloom in the good weather. We were all feeling much more cheerful and looking forward 
to visiting Lhasa; we talked of the time when the resistance army would defeat the Chinese. 
The one thing that puzzled us was that we never met anyone on the road returning from 
Lhasa, all travellers were going towards it. When we made enquiries in villages we passed on 
the way, some told us that the Resistance were in command at Lhasa, though most people 
agreed that the Dalai Lama had gone to India for safety, but they thought he would soon 
return. We were still wearing civilian clothes, and no-one knew who we were. Some of the 
villagers took us for Resistance officials. 

Now that we were no longer on the main road the way became more mountainous; 
however, we were not the only party to choose this less direct route, other groups of refugees 
from East Tibet were also travelling by the same way. Among them there were some people 
who had escaped from Nangchen, including the secretary of Ramjor Monastery in company 
with a few monks and eight or nine village families. The secretary asked us if we knew what 
had happened to Trungpa Tulku and said how sad it was that none of the lamas from the 
Surmang district had been able to get away: 

when he was told that I was Trungpa, he was overwhelmed. He gave us details of what 
had occurred at his own monastery, telling how the Communists had invaded it when the 
monks were holding a special service in the assembly hall. They had closed the entrance and 
had immediately shot a few of the monks, after which they arrested the others accusing them 
of hiding arms. The abbot came forward and tried to explain that he had always done his best 
to preach non-violence to his followers, but even while he was insisting that there were no 
arms in the monastery, he was shot in the forehead by the officer in command. The monks, 
including the secretary, were forced to bring down their library to be destroyed, being also 
made to hammer to pieces the images with their own hands. Many people in the surrounding 
villages were also arrested and taken to Nangchen with the monk prisoners. However, an 
order came from the Communist headquarters that most of the troops were to proceed 
elsewhere, so that only a few soldiers were left to guard the prisoners some of whom were 
able to escape, the secretary being among them. He added that any villagers who had been 
left in their homes were now also trying to escape. 

As we were going over another pass we met Tulku Chime of Benchen Monastery whom I 
already knew; we were thankful to find him alive. I asked him if he had any news of the 
supreme abbot of Benchen, Sang-gye-nyenpa Rinpoche, Dingo Chentze's brother, who had 
looked after the young tulkus on their return from meeting the Dalai Lama at Derge Gonchen. 
He had heard nothing about him, except that he had left their monastery the year before and 
had reached Central Tibet, where he was staying with Gyalwa Karmapa. Benchen monastery, 
which was near Jyekundo, had been attacked and all its treasures had been looted by the 
Communists; and since it was so near the airport half the building had been used to house 
members of the Chinese staff, while the assembly hall had been turned into a storehouse. The 
monks had scattered in all directions; he himself had gone to his family in the Nangchen area 
and they had all escaped together; most of them were now living in a large refugee camp. 
Such stories made my monks realize that we had no alternative but to escape. 

By May 21st we reached a place near Pembar Monastery. Here it was necessary to get into 
contact with Pu Djindjii, the commander in the Resistance who was in charge of all that area. 
Kino Tulku said he would go to this officer since he was personally known to him, with Yo-
nten to accompany him. Pu Du-ndjil gave them a passport for our party. He said that although 
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no definite news had been received from Central Tibet, he was confident that the resistance 
army was doing well and he was shortly expecting Andrup Go-npo-trashi to arrive with his 
troops. When he discovered that the young abbot of Sephu was with us, he said that noone 
from his district could be allowed to leave; everyone must remain in the area to fight. The 
following day the abbot's tutor went to see him and begged him to allow the boy to escape, 
but he would not hear of it, so we had to leave the unfortunate young abbot and his 
companions behind. 

 
It now was necessary for us to regain the high road, as there was no other pass across the 

mountains, and we arrived at a place called Urgyan Tamda. There was a small temple in this 
village which was famous because it held an image of Urgyan Rinpoche otherwise known as 
Guru Padmasambhava, the apostle of Tibet; we held a special service there as it was the tenth 
day of the month according to the Tibetan calendar, which is the particular day for these 
devotions. We were also shown Tsongpo-n Norbuzangpo's saddle and a Tibetan version of 
the Chinese Book of Changes (I Ching) which had belonged to him. He was a merchant who 
lived in the seventh century and his name was still honoured, for he was a very spiritual man, 
besides having compiled the first written record of Tibet's trade with other countries. 

Ahead of us lay the very high pass of Sharkong La; it was extremely steep and the weather 
was very stormy, so when we had got about half way up we camped for the night. Several 
resistance soldiers who were guarding the pass came down to us to beg for food and 
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transport. We gave them some food but said we had no animals to spare. They seemed to be 
very keen on guarding the pass and were strong young men, but only equipped with old 
fashioned muskets. 

The next morning we returned to the climb; the weather was still bad, with a strong wind 
blowing in our faces which made progress difficult. The baggage kept falling off the mules 
and we all had to help in getting the loads settled again and this caused delays. Three young 
men came down from the pass whom we discovered to be deserters from the resistance army 
on their way home. They said that the Chinese were very strong in Central Tibet and Lhasa 
itself might be under their control, but they had no first-hand information. They could tell us 
little about conditions on our route, for they had travelled mostly by night, following 
mountain tracks. As there were only three of them, they had managed to escape detection; 
they said they thought that concealment would be more difficult for a large party like ours. 

When we reached the top of the pass I, Kino Tulku and Akong Tulku dismounted to give 
the traditional traveller's shout of victory, after which we duly added a flag to the cairn. 
Meanwhile, the rest of the party had gone ahead. The track on the further slope was very 
steep and covered with fine slate dust which made it extremely 

slippery, so we dismounted and this greatly delayed our reaching the next camp. When we 
got there tea was ready and our tents were pitched; it was pleasant to chat over a warming cup 
of tea. Some of our party thought that since the three soldiers had deserted, they might be 
feeling a little guilty and thus have been led to exaggerate about the hopelessness of the 
situation. They had been so vague about everything, it appeared that they really knew very 
little. We came to no decision about our plans, but felt a little uneasy because of the fact that 
no-one was travelling towards Lhasa on this main road. 

It began to rain heavily, so we decided to remain encamped during the next day; early in 
the morning, while we were sitting in camp, some men on horseback were seen coming 
towards us. They were wearing dark clothes and some of them were carrying rifles. Great 
was our surprise when they turned out to be Yag Tulku with his devotee Dorje-tsering, the 
head of the district around Yag, whose wife, brother and two attendants had also 
accompanied him. As we drank tea Yag Tulku told us that his baggage was following on 
some sixty mules; he and his party had hastened on ahead to ask us to wait for it to arrive. He 
gave us the serious news that Pasho had been completely overrun and that conditions at 
Chamdo were extremely bad. He said that nothing had happened as yet at either Drölma 
Lhakhang or Yag. There was a strong resistance force in the Trayap district who had cut the 
road when the Communists were taking lorries full of loot from Pasho to Chamdo and thus 
they had succeeded in recovering much of the stuff. 

I was delighted to see Yag Tulku again, but realized that his arrival could only mean 
further difficulties for us all since he had not followed my request to travel lightly; to add to 
my anxiety, he told me that yet another party was on its way with more baggage loaded on 
yaks which go very slowly. The exit from Yag had been so public that all the villagers around 
that place and Drölma Lhakhang had begun to panic. They thought that if all their spiritual 
directors were leaving there was nothing left for them but to follow; a large party had started 
and was now also on its way. Yag Tulku sent a message to tell those of his monks who were 
in charge of the baggage mules where they could find us and again he asked me to wait for 
their arrival. This obliged us to stay in the same camp for several days, during which time 
some of the local villagers came to see us thinking that we were resistance troops. They 
brought food as an offering to the soldiers and were surprised when we offered to pay for it. 

 
Knowing the surrounding country they were able to tell us where we could find grazing 

for our many animals. 
When Yag Tulku's mules arrived we decided to stay where we were for another day or two 
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to concert our plans. Looking at the camp, it appeared enormous and I wondered how we 
would ever manage to escape with so many men and animals. We had to push on, and on our 
way down all we could see were endless ranges of mountains stretching out before us. After a 
couple of days we came to a place called Langtso-kha where we camped by a small lake 
surrounded by rocky hills. We were told that resistance troops from Central Tibet had already 
arrived at a nearby village, which meant additional complications for us, for at this point the 
valley entered a steep gorge where perpendicular rocks in places went right down to the river, 
so that the track could not be carried further on the same side of the water and travellers had 
to get across to the opposite side. For this primitive bridges had been built. Even then, there 
were parts of the gorge which were so steep that no path could run alongside the river; in 
these places the pathway had been taken over the rocks and, wherever it was blocked by 
impassable rock faces, platforms made of planks had been built around the obstacle, these 
being supported on posts fixed into the cliff below. We were not sure if these would be strong 
enough for heavy loads such as ours and the road all along was so narrow that it was evident 
that, if we happened to meet Resistance troops coming from the opposite direction, neither 
party would be able to pass. However, we could not stay by the lake because of the difficulty 
of finding grazing for our many animals, for what little there was needed for the resistance 
army. 

We sent some messengers ahead to enquire if further troops were to be expected; they 
were told that at the moment there was a lull, but more men were expected shortly, and some 
important leaders had already arrived. Yo-nten and Dorjetsering went down to the village to 
buy supplies and to see the officer in command. He told them that fighting was going on in 
several places, but did not mention Lhasa. He also said that he was expecting more troops at 
any moment. He had found the bridges across the river and the platforms on the road were in 
very bad condition and was arranging for their repair. There was nothing for us to do except 
to wait where we were. Meanwhile the weather had improved; I had my books with me so I 
started a study group. Having finished the book on meditation, I began to work on an allegory 
about the kingdom of Shambhala and its ruler who will liberate mankind at the end of the 
Dark Age. 

Akong Tulku with his young brother and myself used to go for delightful climbs on the 
surrounding mountains which were covered with flowers. The local landowner proved very 
friendly; he frequently invited the senior members of our party to meals and allowed us to 
graze our animals on his land; also peasants came to see us and sold us some food. One day 
Karma-tendzin came through with his detachment; they were returning from Lhasa after its 
fall to the Chinese. We had known for a long time that he had left his home to join the 
Resistance. Numbers of refugees were coming back along the road together with the soldiers, 
and we realized that it would be impossible for us to travel against the traffic. Some of the 
refugees came and camped near us by the lake. They told us all sorts of rumours; some said 
that the Dalai Lama had come back, others, that the Chinese troops were advancing towards 
our area. With such crowds of people escaping, there was a growing shortage of food and 
grazing, and our friend the landowner and the neighbouring villagers were getting very 
anxious about it. In comparison with these hordes our party seemed quite small. We knew, 
however, that we must make plans to move elsewhere, and learned that if we retraced our 
steps we could follow another valley going north westwards. So we thanked the landowner 
for all his kindness and broke camp. 

It was now early June. We travelled for about a week; each day we had to cross a high 
pass. One day, we passed a man who came from Lhathog, he told us that he had escaped with 
some nine families, with one Repon as leader. They had brought all their possessions and 
animals with them and had established themselves in a small valley nearby, where the 
country was very open with good grazing. The following day they all came to see us bringing 
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barrels of curd, cheeses and fresh milk which we much appreciated, for on our travels we had 
had all too few milk products. They suggested that they might follow us, but when they 
realized that we ourselves did not know where we were going, they thought that they also 
should make no plans for the time being. I gave them my blessing and we moved on. The 
next day we came to Khamdo Kartop's camp; he had been one of the King of Derge 5 
ministers, and was a follower of Jamgön Kongtrül of Sechen; he had some forty families with 
him. He told us how his party had fought their way westward in spite of having women and 
children with them. Their young men 

were strong and experienced; they had been successful at Kongpo and had captured some 
of the Communists' ammunition. Now they were in the same position as ourselves, not 
knowing where to make for. Khamdo Kartop had the same views as myself, he did not want 
to be responsible for looking after other refugee parties. He knew that there was no chance of 
going towards Lhasa since the main road was strictly guarded and said he thought that the 
resistance army still had their headquarters at Lho-kha; they had fought with great, bravery in 
Central Tibet, but had too few men and very little ammunition. He had heard that Andrup Go-
npo-trashi had gone to India and, like myself, he was sure that we must all try to get there. In 
any case we could not stay where we were, on the border of the territory controlled by the 
Resistance. 

I returned to our camp to hear the news that Lama Urgyan Rinpoche was leading a party of 
refugees from the east in the hopes of reaching India. He was going south by a holy mountain 
which was a place of pilgrimage. Kino Tulku knew all about the country there and thought 
that it might be a good plan to go towards India by the Powo valley. We held a meeting in the 
camp to discuss the situation. Some thought that we should join up with Khando Kartop's 
party, but none of us were in favour of fighting, so this did not seem to be a very sensible 
move. Others suggested that we should follow Lama Urgyan. However, our party for the 
most part wanted to keep separate, for if we joined with other groups our numbers would 
become dangerously large. Since we knew that we could not stay where we were, I decided 
that we must continue southwards at least for a few months, and by that time we would know 
more about the state of affairs in Tibet; refugees were corning in from all directions and we 
would soon learn what was happening everywhere. I sent Dorje-tsering to inform Khando 
Kartop of our plans. I said that in the future we might wish to cooperate, but for the present I 
had decided to act on my own. 

A further three monks had joined our party; they had no transport and Yag Tulku took 
them on to help him. Before we left, Repön, who was directing the refugee encampment, sent 
his son to have a further talk with me. His group thought that they should sell some of their 
things to buy horses and then join my party. He wanted to know what we had decided to do 
and if I would allow them to come with us. I told him that we were still uncertain about 
everything and that each day things were becoming more complicated. He replied 

that even so they all intended to follow us. I advised him not to part with his animals, or to 
follow us too soon, because all the routes were overcrowded with refugees and we might not 
be able to get through. However, they went on getting rid of their possessions. 

Some soldiers came along who had escaped from Norbu Lingka, the Dalai Lama's summer 
residence outside Lhasa; they gave us a graphic account of what had happened there. They 
had witnessed the Chinese shelling the building and seen some of their fellow soldiers killed. 
Noone knew whether the Dalai Lama was still within the walls; there was, however, a 
suspicion that he had escaped. They had also seen the Potala being shelled; the bombardment 
had begun at a signal from a Communist gun. After the attacks on the Norbu Lingka and the 
Potala there was no possibility of further fighting, for the Chinese had taken up positions in 
big houses in the town and were firing from them. It was obvious that all this had been 
prepared for some months previously. These men had escaped, but a number of resistance 
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soldiers would not leave the place and they had all been massacred. 
Another man told me how he had left Jyekundo with a large group of refugees. They had 

reached a place half way to Lhasa in the flat country round Changthang when they were 
sighted by Chinese aeroplanes and Communist patrols attacked them from all directions. The 
fighting was severe; among others the abbot of Jyekundo monastery was shot and all the 
wounded were left to die, while the survivors from the battle starved to death as the 
Communists had taken all their food and possessions. The refugees had, however, actually 
succeeded in shooting down one of the enemy planes. There were many different groups of 
refugees all around that area, and the Chinese were everywhere. My informant's particular 
camp had been attacked seventeen times. On one occasion, when the group were trying to go 
forward and most of the men had gone ahead to secure a passage through the surrounding 
Communist troops leaving the women and children in the camp to follow after them, a 
husband and his wife had put their three young sons, aged between eleven and eight, on their 
horses, and while they themselves were saddling their own animals the boys' horses took 
fright and bolted. The parents took it for granted that the horses were following others leaving 
the camp, so went on themselves to the agreed camping ground; however, on reaching it there 
was no sign of the children and the mother in despair jumped into the river. 

The man who spoke to me had witnessed the whole tragedy and went on to tell me how 
several days later when he was scouting round he had discovered the three boys sheltering 
from the rain, under a rock; two of their horses were nearby, the third was dead and the 
children were starving. The eldest boy had tried to cut out some of the dead horse's flesh, but 
his small knife had been useless for the task. The children asked him where was their mother. 
Since another attack from the enemy was expected at any moment, the man could not take the 
children with him; however, he managed to arrange with some nearby herdsmen to look after 
them. He had later met their father in Lhasa and told him how he had found the boys. 

One important piece of news reached us about that time: we were told that Gyalwa 
Karmapa had left his monastery some weeks before the fall of Lhasa, with Dingo Chentze 
Rinpoche and his brother and the newly found incarnation of Jamgön Kongtrül of Pepung, 
who was still an infant, also the young Taisitu abbot of Pepung: many abbots and lamas had 
travelled with them. They had gone through Bhutan to India and had been able to take some 
of their possessions with them. This news left my monks in no further doubt that we too must 
face the hardships of escape. They could not, however, understand why, if Gyalwa Karmapa 
had arranged to escape himself, he had given no indication of his plans when I wrote to him 
from Drölma Lhakhang. I explained to them that none of us could advise others in such a 
situation; I was in the same difficulty myself when asked for my advice, since I did not even 
know where our own party could find refuge. 

Some of the troops who were passing through told us enthralling stories; the resistance 
soldiers who had fought at Kongpo had been very brave, but they had been forced to retreat, 
for they could do nothing against the superior arms of the Chinese; their spirit was still 
unbroken and they were ready to carry on the fight at any time. 

We now made our way across a range of mountains in a southwesterly direction and after 
negotiating the high pass of Nupkong La we reached the China to Lhasa main road in front of 
the bridge at the western end of the dangerous passage through the gorge which we had not 
dared to attempt before. There were many refugees going the same way. We camped in a 
small field from where we could see the road. I was apprehensive and scanned it carefully 
through.fleldglasses; it certainly looked impossible; however, when I saw a man with some 
baggage mules going across it, I thought it might be feasible. We asked some villagers for 
their help with our animals and I started off at daybreak the following morning. Fortunately 
noone was coming from the opposite direction. We found that as long as the animals were 
left to themselves they were all right; we were able to reach the last bridge safely about noon 
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and stopped at the first small camping ground beyond it, for with so many refugees on the 
way, we thought we might have difficulty in finding another suitable place. 

Nearby, we met a number of monks from Kamtrijl Rinpoche's monastery of Khampa-gar, 
among them the same Genchung Lama who had served as chopon (director of rites) for the 
wangkur at Yag; with him he had his sister who was a nun, and there were also a number of 
villagers in his party. The monks gave me a distressing account of how their monastery' had 
been invaded by the Communists. They had all been imprisoned and the senior lamas shot 
one after another. Only a very few monks had escaped from the monastery itself, the party on 
the road having mostly come from the retreat centre; it was sad to see how, after so many 
peaceful years of monastic life, they now found themselves in this tragic position. They were, 
however, enormously thankful that their abbot had been able to escape to India. I was a little 
afraid that they would want to join us, for our party was already far too numerous; before 
they could suggest anything, I hinted that we had no set plans ourselves; I said we had 
already been forced to change plans suddenly several times. However, they decided to try to 
get to India from the west side of the gorge. Only the chopon and his sister asked to come 
with us; they each had a horse and some mules for their baggage. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

REFUGEES ON THE MOVE 
 
WE travelled eastward along the main road to Alado where there is a junction of two 

rivers; we followed the southern one for a few miles and turned into a valley on its west side. 
It was much warmer here; the country was green and covered with trees of the holly family as 
well as bamboos. This valley was thronged with refugees going the same way; when we 
asked them where they were going to, they said that they were just following the people in 
front of them. With all these animals on the road there was less and less grazing available; we 
passed the carcasses of many beasts which had died on the road and they made the air putrid. 
When we camped it was difficult to find a clean spot; all possible sites were so crowded that 
there was hardly enough space to stretch the tent ropes. Many of the refugees wanted to 
consult me; they thought that a party like ours must have a plan. The only answer I could give 
them was that I had no clearer ideas than themselves; we were simply all going in the same 
direction. The lamas among the crowds continued to carry on their devotions, and the valley 
echoed with the sounds of their chanting, their drums and other musical instruments. The 
people were wonderfully cheerful, they laughed and joked and sang among themselves. We 
went on like this for several days.  

The queen of Nangchen and some of her ministers were in a large group among the 
refugees; she was still cheerful and welcomed me warmly as we exchanged white scarves. 
She was a little disturbed about the direction that we were all following and had sent several 
messengers to different places to make enquiries about alternative routes; none of them had 
returned. A steep and very high pass lay in front of us which was still under snow. It was a 
strange sight to watch this dark stream of people looking like a black ribbon stretched over 
the white landscape of the pass. I walked beside the queen and was surprised to see how 
tough she was; she preferred to go on foot through the 
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was an acute shortage of food, grazing and space. I pointed out to him that he was the only 
person who could deal with the situation and direct these vast crowds to spread themselves in 
different parts of the country. It was impossible for the local inhabitants round here to provide 
necessities for so many people. He agreed that this should be done; however, he felt that he 
must first get the able-bodied refugees and the local men to join the resistance forces. I told 
him how Pu Du-ndijl was organizing local groups and not allowing anyone who could fight 
to leave his district. Throughout our travels we had found that in all the villages the men were 
eager to join in the fighting against the Communists. 

A further influx of refugees arrived on the plateau. They had travelled quickly, having 
little baggage, and had passed a large party coming from Drölma Lhakhang and Yag 
travelling in a group with Jigme Rinpoche and my bursar who were bringing the heavy 
baggage loaded on yaks. This group had crossed the Shabye bridge and had arrived at 
Lhodzong where they were stopping since they were now uncertain whether or not to 
continue their journey in view of the fact that the situation around Drölma Lhakhang and Yag 
seemed to have quietened down. At the same time a messenger came from Kino Tulku's 
monastery to tell him that all was quiet there. My own party had again been growing restless, 
feeling that perhaps our flight into the unknown had been unnecessary. This led to a long 
discussion, since it seemed as if Lama Urgyan's advice might after all be right, in which case 
should we not delay trying to go to India and wait for a lull in the hostilities? In the 
meantime, I made enquiries from the local people about the country around and about what 
mountain tracks we would have to follow if we decided to continue on our way to India. They 
all told me that it would be impossible to travel by the valleys or to cross the mountain ranges 
at this time of year, for all the rivers would be in spate; which meant in effect that we would 
have to remain where we were. I myself was quite determined that as soon as it was possible 
we should carry out our plan to escape. I felt I must inform the party at Lhodzong of what we 
intended doing; Akong Tulku's elder brother and one of Kino Tulku's monks volunteered to 
take the message. In my letter I said that in any case we intended to make for India; there was 
no question of turning back. Lama Urgyan, however, took it for granted that we were 
following his advice and not immediately leaving the plateau, so he urged us to make a 
pilgrimage to the holy snow rather than to ride. After crossing the pass we went down to a 
series of valleys; there was more room here for camping and we were no longer distressed by 
the proximity of dead animals. We followed the valleys circling between the hills; the queen 
decided to stay with her party in one of the smaller ones, but all the rest of us went on. When 
we thought that we had crossed the last pass on our route we discovered on the following day 
that there was an even steeper one rising ahead of us. The road leading up to it was so 
dangerous that one of our horses with its load fell over the precipice and we were not able to 
recover anything. At the top we found there was a broad plateau where we could all camp. 
Karma-tendzin was already there; he was recruiting all the able bodied men among the 
refugees for the resistance army. Lama Urgyan Rinpoche was also camping there with a party 
of monks; I had not met him before although I had heard a great deal about him, for he was a 
disciple of my predecessor and also a great friend of Gyalwa Karmapa who used often to 
consult him on specially perplexing questions. He was an old man and considered it his duty 
to give advice to a young person like myself. He told me not to go to India but to stay where I 
was; he thought it strange that I had such a large following. I had to explain to him who 
everybody was and how some of us had met at the wangkur which I had given at Yag. I said 
that we all had made up our minds to try to get to India; he was very firm that I should not go 
with the others, though my friends could do as they liked, and added that this was a request as 
well as an order. I asked him various questions about Gyalwa Karmapa and my other friends 
in Central Tibet. He himself could easily have gone with them, but he had not wished to do 
so.I wanted to know if he thought that it would ever be necessary for him to escape to India 
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and he replied that he thought the time might come, though he was quite sure that this should 
not be attempted at present, for there was certain to be a lull before such a step would become 
imperative. He added, 'this plateau and all the valleys below it are holy places of pilgrimage. 
We should all join together here in meditation to gain spiritual strength so that we may carry 
on with our normal duties.' 

Karma-tendzin, the guerilla captain, had his son with him on the plateau; he was not 
thinking of going to India at that time, being entirely intent upon the work of the Resistance. 
He could give me no suggestions about what route we should follow or even about the 
advisability of our attempting to escape or not. On the plateau there 

places in the nearby valley and even named a date for us to go there. We were a little 
doubtful whether it would be possible to cross the high mountain pass which lay in the way 
and I thought the wisest plan would be for only three of us, namely myself, Akong Tulku and 
one monk, to make the attempt under Lama Urgyan's leadership. When we joined him he 
asked where were the rest of our party, for he had been very excited at the prospect of 
conducting our whole group, animals included. I explained to him that the others had not 
come because we thought there might be difficulties in crossing the pass. Actually when our 
small party reached it the snow was so deep that we found it impossible to get through. 

Most of the refugees had by now gone on to the Nyewo valley, so the plateau was no 
longer so crowded. We decided to move to its farther end to a level spot near a lake. Yonten 
went to Nyewo to get provisions, but found a scarcity there and this made us realize that we 
must eke out our provisions and rely for the most part on tsampa and wild vegetables. 
Karma-tendzin was also staying at this end of the plateau; he had a battery radio with him and 
we used to listen in to the news both from Peking and Delhi broadcast in Tibetan. The Peking 
programme was full of propaganda saying how wicked the uprising had been, when the 
Chinese had only come to Tibet to liberate its people; however, they had now settled all the 
disturbances and there were very few resistance troops left in Tibet. The broadcast from 
Delhi said that the Dalai Lama was already in Mussoorie. 

It was a surprise one day when Repon's son suddenly appeared at our camp. His father had 
sent him on ahead to tell me that they had sold most of their possessions and animals and had 
bought extra arms and ammunition from fellow refugees. They had got past the gorge with its 
difficult piece of road, had crossed the bridge, and were now on the track leading southwards 
where they were waiting until the son could scout out the route ahead and see what camping 
grounds and grazing were available. I told him all I knew and he went back. 

A number of senior lamas had now also arrived on the plateau, having travelled with 
various groups of refugees. Lama Urgyan thought it would be a good plan if they, together 
with our party, were to cross the holy mountain to a small valley beyond it, which was in the 
heart of the pilgrimage country. The local people had suggested to him that the pass could be 
crossed if they sent unloaded yaks first to tread down the snow, and they had offered to help 
him in this way. On studying this plan, however, I saw that the valley in question was 
extremely small; there would be no room for such a large party and the conditions would be 
so crowded that we should fare even worse than before. I did not want to offend Lama 
Urgyan so I told him that if the yaks cleared the way, there was no need for us all to go 
together, my party could follow later. I would let him know if we decided to go first to 
Nyewo valley. His party made three attempts with yaks, and the third time they were able to 
cross the pass. I would certainly have liked to have gone on pilgrimage to these holy places 
and also to have further talks with Lama Urgyan, but there was no further opportunity to do 
so. We heard later that when his party reached the valley they found it was so narrow that 
there was not enough room for them, moreover it was a highly dangerous place where rock 
falls were frequent and in fact some of their horses were killed by falling stones. Meanwhile 
Yonten sent some food to us from Nyewo, but stayed on there himself hoping to buy further 
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supplies. 
After the talks I had had with Lama Urgyan, I realized how important it was for me to go 

into retreat for a short time to renew my strength. In any case I thought that we should move 
nearer to Nyewo and hoped I might find a suitable place for a retreat while on the way there. 
Climbing down from the plateau we crossed the river below it. We now had to go up a steep 
zig-zag track which led across a pass in a high mountain range. It was dangerously slippery, 
for here all the ground was covered with a white slimy mud with no vegetation. Had an 
animal slipped, it would have crashed down on the people behind. The top of the pass was 
like a knife edge; however it was easier going down on the other side, where there were trees 
and undergrowth. We came to a nice little open valley which seemed a good place for a 
camp; a few refugees were already there at the farther end. In this quiet spot I was even able 
to go on with my writing; however, the peace did not last for long, for all Repön's party soon 
arrived on the scene.  

They were very considerate and put up their camp about a mile away from ours. A few 
refugees were passing through who told me that bursar Tsethar's party were close behind on 
their way to join us. Akong Tulku and I walked round the surrounding country until we found 
a suitable place where one could go into retreat; it was less than a mile from our camp in a 
wooded spot. It was agreed that visitors could come for an hour in 

the morning and for a couple of hours in the afternoon if they would bring me some food; 
I could make my own fires. I took with me my tent, a small shrine and some books. Here it 
was possible to relax after so much turmoil, thus gaining spiritual strength in order to face 
whatever lay ahead. 

The first few days I heard some strange animal noises round the tent at night and felt a 
little uneasy; however, I soon found that these visitors were not dangerous. This part of the 
country was very different to my part of Tibet, it was warmer and there was a much greater 
variety of trees and plants and many more animals and birds. The moonlight shone through 
the trees forming a shadow like lace work on the tent. 

One morning, Karma-ngotrup came to see me; he was breathless with excitement telling 
me that large brown bears had come in the night and had attacked our horses and mules. They 
had killed one horse and mauled several others; they were returning every night. Several days 
after this he found a bear's footprints just outside my tent; others of our party also came to 
implore me to leave my retreat but I had no fear myself and stayed on where I was. One is 
ever in the grip of the law of karma, so it is senseless to worry overmuch. 

Some days later we received an alarming message from Yo-nten stating that the 
Communists were coming through the Nyewo valley; the refugees were all in a panic trying 
to find hiding-places. I still thought we might stay where we were for a further day, since if 
the Communists should come there was nothing we could do anyway. The following day 
another messenger arrived to say that it was a false alarm; some resistance soldiers had been 
mistaken for Communist troops. 

We already knew that after his mother had been sent to China by the Communists the 
young king of Derge had organized a resistance force in East Tibet which had been joined by 
other local leaders. We now heard that he had been forced to escape accompanied by a 
number of his ministers with hundreds of refugees following, and they were now close to 
Lhodzong. They had fought their way from Derge and had been fortunate in suffering few 
casualties and little loss of baggage. The party had gained such a reputation for bravery that 
the mere fact of their being in the same neighbourhood gave other refugees renewed hope. 
However, conditions in all the area round Lhodzong were daily becoming more and more 
trying; refugees were crowding into every valley and the shortage of food and grazing was 
acute. 

Nyewo was also becoming disastrously congested; in its vicinity there were few places left 
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where other refugees could shelter, and since all the rivers were in spate at this time of year it 
was almost impossible to get across them to look for empty camping sites. 

Though the Chinese already had possession of most of the country, the resistance forces 
still held the high pass at the end of the Nyewo valley; in order to get supplies they 
continually raided the Communist troops on the other side, in which operation they had been 
very successful. I was extremely uneasy, however, for if the Communists managed to take the 
pass they would inevitably attack us. At one moment rumours came through that they were 
actually approaching but fortunately there was no foundation to these reports, for after some 
severe fighting they failed to get through. I knew, however, that sooner or later we would 
have to quit this valley, though no-one could offer any suggestion where our party should 
make for; the final decision would have to come from me. I felt that as soon as I returned to 
the camp I would be caught up again in a ferment of agitation, and I still needed to be quiet in 
order to concentrate on the problem of how we could proceed. I therefore decided to stay in 
my retreat for a further two weeks, which I spent in intensive meditation. One night I had a 
vivid dream that I was leading a party of pilgrims to a holy place. Communist soldiers were 
on guard beside the road, but they appeared not to see us. We came to a river, the waters of 
which were tinged with blood. I had just crossed it by a bridge of logs when I heard a voice 
behind me saying, 'Some of the pilgrims have fallen into the stream'. I had not seen this 
myself, for I was resting on the further bank. This dream made a great impression on me. 

Bears had again attacked our animals; the messenger who came to tell me about this was 
followed by a second monk with the news that my bursar had arrived at the camp ahead of 
the baggage party in the hopes of discussing things with me. He was in a complaining mood, 
grumbling that nothing was being properly organized; it shocked him to think that we could 
ever have allowed bears to get at our animals. He considered the place we had chosen for our 
camp to be completely unsuitable and said that we must go back to the baggage camp which 
was on the farther side of the high pass; he felt quite sure that there was no immediate danger 
from the Communists. 

 
I asked about the conditions in his camp and soon discovered that they were just as bad as 

in ours; the place was very overcrowded and no-one knew where to go next. They had lost 
many of their animals through lack of grazing, besides being short of food themselves. In 
spite of these difficulties, Tsethar was determined that we should retrace our steps and join 
them and he told Yag Tulku and Kino Tulku that this must be done. When they hesitated, he 
said that they could do as they liked, but that his own abbot must definitely go back. We 
argued about it for three days, till I finally decided to reject all his proposals and informed my 
party that I thought our best plan would be to go forward to Nyewo, as many of the refugees 
who had preceded us' there had by now dispersed in various directions. Yonten was having 
difficulty in sending food supplies over to our valley and if we went to Nyewo food would be 
nearer at hand. I told Tsethar that it was out of the question for us to go back to his camp. I 
reminded him that I had travelled over a large part of the country and had a fairly accurate 
picture of what was happening; I considered that our only hope lay in getting to India. He 
must now take active steps to sell all useless baggage and only keep the most portable things. 
To this he would not agree; he said that everyone else had taken all their baggage and yaks 
with them. However, all my younger companions were so strongly of my opinion that he 
finally gave way, saying he would do his best, and went back to his own camp. 

Akong Tulku's brother now returned, having met the baggage party on their way to join us. 
He was very critical about the way we were always changing our minds as to which direction 
to take, whereas Tsethar's party had come straight by the main road. He said that since I still 
appeared to have no real plan he must now take Akong Tulku and his young brother back to 
join Tsethar's party; if later on I made a definite decision about the route to be followed and 
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Tsethar's group agreed, his own group could then re-join us. The night that he was with us the 
bears came again and mauled his horse, which added to his opinion that our camping ground 
was not well chosen. I reminded him that when I planned my escape I had written to Akong 
Tulku stressing that he must decide for himself whether he wanted to come with me or not. 
When he replied that he wished to join me, I promised the people at his monastery that I 
would do my best to look after him. Now it must again be his own decision and if he wished 
to join Tsethar's group he could do so; 

but the responsibility of looking after him would no longer be mine. Akong Tulku's 
brother was rather overwhelmed by this argument so, after the two of them had talked it over, 
he said he thought that perhaps he should go back to the other camp and try to persuade the 
people there to dispose of their extra baggage; but he also told me that in any case he would 
like to rejoin our party before long. 

I now left my retreat and returned to the camp. We held a meeting and decided to go on to 
Nyewo. It was now the first week of July. Another very high mountain ridge lay before us; 
going up was not difficult, but the descent on the further side involved us in a drop of some 
nine thousand feet. We were tormented by ffies and it was very hot and exhausting, so we 
camped as soon as we reached the bridge below the pass. When the villagers learned that I 
was in the party they welcomed us warmly and various families invited me to stay with them 
and perform devotional ceremonies. Ybnten had to buy supplies without it being known that 
they were for us, or the people would have undercharged. Again many refugees came to be 
blessed and to ask for advice. 

News reached us here that Lama Urgyan was finding it difficult to get supplies in his little 
valley and might possibly come to the valley where we were staying, so it was evident that I 
could no longer think of going on a pilgrimage to the local holy places. 

There was also some more serious news; the Communists were moving towards the 
borders of all the districts still held by Resistance troops. We heard aeroplanes at night and 
the local people were getting frightened. Since we were all facing the same possible danger, 
there was a great deal of sympathy shown and I was able to get much local information about 
possible escape routes. It appeared that if we were able to cross the junction of the Alado and 
Nyewo rivers, there was a rough track across the mountains leading to part of the lower 
Kongpo valley. However the river had been in spate since early spring so noone had been 
able to cross, nor was it known what the conditions might be like on the further side. People 
told me that it would be impossible to build any sort of a bridge with the river in its present 
state and no ferry boat could cross it. We thought, however, it might be possible for our 
horses to swim across, but were told that the track beside the river ran further on through a 
steep gorge and that since a recent earthquake this path had been impossible for baggage 
animals because huge rocks had fallen across it. The local villagers could n-cally tell us much 

about this route, since none of them had actually followed it. I wondered if I could 
possibly do it all on foot, always having been accustomed to riding, and Kino Tulku and Yag 
Tulku felt even more apprehensive. However they were determined to try. 

News reached us that the Derge resistance leader Khamdo Kartop was thinking of coming 
in our direction and that the queen of Nangchen might also wish to escape by this same route; 
both of them were still fighting their way through. It seemed possible that we might have to 
organize a large joint party, rather than make the attempt with only our own small group. At 
all events it was essential to keep our plans to ourselves, otherwise too many refugees might 
want to join us, thus making the party quite unmanageable. It was all very complicated. 

Rumours had it that the Communists had by this time overrun the greater part of the 
country and were massing troops in the north east, while more were coming in from the north 
west; they were in full force in the Kongpo valley and in the south. 

Various families had left Jigme Rinpoche's and Tsethar's groups to come to Nyewo, and 
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Repön's party also arrived after losing many of their yaks. They all wanted to join us. Besides 
these, a party of some eighty people from Dorje-tsering's area, led by one Lama Riwa arrived 
quite unexpectedly and attached themselves to us. 

I went down to inspect the river with several men, including Urgyan-tendzin who had 
proved a most knowledgeable and competent person. There were no large waves, but the 
current was very strong. Urgyan-tendzin thought it was difficult to cross but that it might yet 
be managed, so we sent a letter to my bursar telling him that we intended to attempt the 
crossing. 

A few days later I was asked to perform a funeral ceremony on the other side of the 
Nyewo river. We had almost finished it when news came that the Chinese were in the upper 
part of the Nyewo valley where the Resistance troops were fighting them. As we returned to 
our camp across the river we found the bridge thronged with refugees pouring through it in 
the opposite direction. Friends whom I met on the bridge all told me that I should be going 
the other way, as the south side of the water would probably be dangerous. When I got back 
to our camp, I found all our party beside themselves with anxiety. Some of them wanted to 
follow the other refugees to the -orth side of the bridge, and all those who had lately joined 
our party had already gone. My people hardly dared to trust me in case 

I might have some different plan. Karma-tendzin's second on-command was already on 
our side of the river; all the local people were in a state of panic, with the males arming 
themselves with daggers, knives or axes, in fact with any weapons they could lay hands on, 
for though they had no rifles, they intended to resist as best they could. Up till then we had 
not heard any sounds of guns or fighting. I sent a message to Karma-tendzin's lieutenant 
asking for the latest news of what had occurred in the Nyewo valley. He had heard nothing 
definite; as far as he knew no eye-witness had seen any Chinese and he himself was waiting 
for a further message. After waiting for a couple of hours, I decided that we must move. I 
spoke again to the locals who were unable to tell me anything fresh. 
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

TRAVELLING THE HARD WAY 
 
WE were now left with only our own party, and there were three alternative ways for us to 

follow. The first was for us to try to cross the turbulent Nyewo river in spite of the fact that 
we had very little information about the route and did not know whether any Chinese were in 
these parts. Moreover, should we attempt to go this way, we would have to leave our animals 
behind and go on foot. Another way would be to go on horseback through Kongpo keeping to 
our side of the Nyewo river; this might be very dangerous, for it was more than probable that 
Chinese troops would be in occupation of much of that area; besides, there would be an 
added difficulty in our having to cross the very high Lochen Pass. Thirdly we might join 
forces with Kartop and perhaps also with the queen of Nangchen in order to break through to 
the south west by fighting our way. Since a move was necessary, I decided to go first to a 
small valley I knew of; near the point where we would attempt to cross the torrent if we 
decided to do so. It had a very narrow entrance which opened onto broader land suitable for 
camping; the grazing was good and there were no villages in the valley, nor had any other 
refugees discovered it. We travelled by night, keeping on the alert all the time in case we 
should hear the sound of guns. A man was left in the Nyewo valley to report any further news 
of the Communists' approach. The following day he came to tell us that nothing had 
happened and that the valley was deserted. Headquarters sent me a message to say that the 
Chinese had come from Kongpo through Lochen Pass on their way to Nyewo, but the 
resistance troops had attacked them and captured one of the Chinese guns, also rifles and 
much ammunition. The local people who had rushed off with the refugees were now 
returning to their homes. They wanted our party to come back and begged that I should stay 
with them to perform various rites. However, I decided to leave the camp where it was and 
went backwards and forwards myself to perform whatever rites were needed. 

The suddenness of the Communist scare seemed to me to have come as a warning that we 
might expect them in our area at any moment. They were definitely intent upon occupying 
this small pocket of country. We heard aeroplanes at night. I consulted all the senior members 
of our party and it was decided that we must move and that the only possible route was the 
one across the difficult river, which definitely meant travelling on foot down the gorge. 
Urgyantendzin said that, if I was determined to go that way, he would do his best to help in 
the crossing. He had previously suggested that we should procure some leather suitable for 
building coracles; now he immediately set to work on having one made. When it was ready 
we took it down to the river to make the experiment. He attached the coracle to the shore with 
a long rope; then got into it himself and paddled across; he found it quite easy to reach the 
further bank. A second coracle was put in hand. I sent some of our horses and baggage mules 
back to Tsethar with a message to tell Akong Tulku about our plan, suggesting that his party 
should follow. The rest of the animals and baggage I sent to Lama Urgyan, with a letter 
saying, 'The wind of karma is blowing in this direction; there is no indication that we should 
do otherwise than attempt this way of escape. Events are changing so suddenly, one cannot 
afford to ignore the dangers. I hope you will make up your mind to carry out your plans 
without delay and that they will work out well with the blessing of Buddha.' 

With all this public activity of building coracles and sending the animals away our plans 
leaked out. Repön's group and the refugees under Lama Riwa together with various other 
small parties returned to join us; they camped all around our valley which was really too 
small for them to share. All of them were determined to come with us and they expected me 
to assume the leadership of the whole party which now amounted to one hundred and seventy 
people. We still did not know whether the Communists were on the other side of the river or 
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not. I resorted to tagpa (divination); it indicated that no Chinese were there. We organized 
some porters among the local people, so were still able to take a part of our possessions to be 
bartered later for necessities. I had about thirty porters to carry my own things and altogether 
one hundred were needed for the whole party. 

 
We started our expedition with two coracles each holding eight people; Ur-Tan-tendzin 

had taught a second man to paddle, though he did most of the work himself. I had a great 
feeling of happiness that we were starting at last. We had just got under way when a 
messenger arrived from Karma-tendzin asking me to join forces with his group, but I replied 
that his offer had come too late, we had already made our plans and could not go back on 
them. The soldier who brought me Karma-tendzin's message had been in the fight at Lochen 
pass; he gave me a vivid description of it all. He was a member of some patrols on the 
mountain side who were hiding behind bushes overlooking the pass. They watched the 
Communists creep forward and place their guns in position to attack the front line of the 
resistance troops, who were still behind their entrenchments. The patrols waited until the 
attack began and then closed on the enemy from all sides. The soldier himself had jumped on 
a Chinese soldier just as he was about to fire a gun which the Resistance troops succeeded in 
capturing. 

Many of the lamas and refugees in Nyewo sent kind messages when they heard that we 
were leaving. A man had gone ahead of us to the next village to warn the inhabitants of our 
approach, for visitors seldom came to this remote part of the country and we thought our 
large numbers might cause alarm. Everyone had to carry some of the baggage; my attendant 
disapproved of my doing this and wanted to add my load to his; I had to make it clear to him 
that each of us must do his share; Kino Tulku carried the heaviest load. We felt that we must 
acclimatize ourselves to this difficult way of travelling, so we made our first day a short one. 
The rough track ran beside the river which now plunged through a rocky gorge. It was 
obvious that no animal could be brought this way, for there were a lot of huge rocks on the 
track with deep crevices between them, spanned by fallen pine trees; men could only move in 
single file. At night it was difficult to find enough space to lie down and our bedding was of 
the simplest. The country here was much warmer and damper than the parts we had come 
from, with more luxuriant vegetation. The nearer we got to the village of Rigong-kha the 
worse the track became, till we were faced with a very high cliff coming right down to the 
river. I was horrified when I looked at a very sketchy zig-zag path going up this cliff. I had 
expected a track, but there appeared to be nothing more than a broken chain dangling at 
intervals, beside what appeared to be little cracks in the rock.  

One of the porters told me to watch the first of their men going up; he had a load on his 
back and never seemed to hold on to anything, but just jumped to the footholds cut in the 
rock; I thought I could never do it. Some of the younger men failed to get through unaided 
and had to hand the baggage they were carrying to one of the porters. The latter offered to 
carry some of the older men on their backs, but this kind offer was not accepted, it seemed 
too dangerous; instead they went up very slowly roped to porters in front and behind. When 
they got half way some were so frightened that they refused to move and the younger people 
had to be firm with them saying that the porters were not going to hold on to a stationary 
person; they must pull themselves together and carry on. All this took a very long time. I was 
one of the last to attempt the passage and, while waiting, I had time to study everyone's 
methods of tackling the awkward passage. The porters, by agreement among themselves, had 
selected the best men to carry me up, but I said I would prefer to walk. What rather disturbed 
me was that after so many people had climbed up the same shallow footholds, a lot of 
slippery mud was left on them; I was wearing European rubber-soled shoes which slip easily 
and this made it difficult to get a grip on the narrow footholds. However, I did not find it as 
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hard as I expected. 
When I reached the top of this hazardous ascent I found myself on a very narrow ledge 

with a sheer drop beneath it. I asked the porters 'what do I do next?' They told me that there 
was a long ladder from the ledge going down to a rock in the middle of the river; from this 
rock there was a line of bridges made of pine trunks which crossed a series of rocks to the 
farther bank. The porter looked very cheerful and said 'It's only a ladder; just follow me.' I 
was still roped to the two porters. When I got on the ladder I saw how immensely long it was; 
we seemed to be so high up that a man at the bottom looked like a mere dwarf. It was made 
of single pine trunks lashed together from end to end, with notches cut in the wood for 
footholds. When I climbed down the first few notches I could see the swirling green waters of 
the river underneath; a few more steps, and I felt I was poised in space over an expanse of 
water. There was a cold wind coming up from a large cave under the rock into which the 
river was pouring; worst of all, the ladder shook in a terrifying way with the weight of the 
many porters who were there trying to help me. All our party who had reached the bottom of 
the ladder stopped to watch me. I was told that the porters 

had had great difficulties with some of the older men, who had been so frightened that 
they had nearly fainted. There was great rejoicing when I rejoined them at the bottom When 
we reached the dry land we pitched camp and from here we could see the ladder and the 
ledge some hundred feet higher up. Next day's track proved to be no better than the last; no 
part of it was on the level and we had continually to climb up cliff faces more than a thousand 
feet high, sometimes only by footholds cut in the rock. However, after our first experience 
these held no terrors for us. In places we had to make up the roadway itself because, since the 
Chinese had come into Tibet, this route had been little used and much of it had been disturbed 
bys the earthquake of 1950 which had been especially severe in this region. I was getting 
more acclimatized to walking and sleeping under these rough conditions. 

The porter whom we had sent ahead to Rigong-kha returned with a local man to welcome 
us to his village. He told us that there were no Chinese in Rigong-kha, though they were 
further east-vard in the valley; however, there were strong resistance forces in Upper Powo 
who believed that they could push the Communists back. 

Kino Tulku had been too energetic, the very heavy loads which he had chosen to carry 
were beyond his strength and his eyesight became affected. We feared it was a blood clot; 
however, there was nowhere on the track where we could stop, so the most important thing 
was to get him to the village as soon as possible. From where we were we could see small 
farms in the distance, but there was still a long way to walk and it was all uphill. There were 
very few streams and we found the going very exhausting without any water to drink. When 
we came to a field about half-a-mile from Rigong-kha we stopped for the night and some of 
our party went up to the village to buy food. They found most of the villagers very friendly. 
Kino Tulku's eyes had been growing steadily worse and the whole camp was very worried as 
we thought this might affect our plans. The following day a number of the villagers came to 
visit us. They were very surprised at finding so large a party and could not conceal their 
curiosity, for they had never met people from East Tibet other than a few pilgrims; no other 
refugees had come this way. In this isolated village the inhabitants had never seen horses, 
mules or yaks, their only domestic animals being small buffaloes and pigs. Their dialect was 
a mixture of Kongpo and Powo and they wore the Kongpo dress, which for the men was the 
ordinary chuba (gown) made of  woollen cloth worn under a long straight garment made of 
goatskin with the hair on the outside. These were belted at the waist and cut open in the 
middle to slip over the head. The women's chubas were also of wool; they wore caps edged 
with gold brocade and they all carried a good deal of jewellery, chiefly in the form of earrings 
or necklaces; their boots were embroidered in bright colours. 

The climb up to the village was easy and the people there gave us a warm welcome. We 
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were a little afraid lest some traveller coming from the eastern side might turn out to be a spy, 
but actually there was no need for anxiety on this score. The villagers had had no authentic 
news of happenings at Lhasa; some vague rumours had reached them through the 
Communists in the lower part of the valley: when we assured them that the Communists had 
taken control in Lhasa and that the Dalai Lama had escaped to India, they still would not 
believe it. Traders coming to Rigong-kha brought the news that though the resistance forces 
had fought very bravely in the Tong-gyug valley and had at first held the bridge, the 
Communists had finally gained possession of it. Now, all the area as far as Chamdo was in 
Communist hands; they had re-built the road from Chengtu in Szechuan to Chamdo and their 
troops were everywhere. In all the districts they had started to form rigorous indoctrination 
groups. It was now certain that they would penetrate before long into the Tong-gyug valley, 
barring our further route along it, so we were obliged to revise all our ideas on the subject of 
the best route to follow. Up till then we had been hoping to follow the Yigong river to where 
it joins the Brahmaputra, almost at the point where that great river turns down towards India. 
There was nothing to be done but to find another way. We asked the villagers if they knew of 
any other route by which we could cross the military highway the Chinese had constructed, 
but though they supposed that there might be some tracks across the mountain ranges, they 
really had no idea how we could get through to Lower Kongpo. Some people suggested that 
we might join forces with the Poto resistance group, but they were some distance away and in 
any case we were not bent on fighting. 

There was a small temple in Rigong-kha and the villagers asked the lama in charge of it to 
invite me to stay with him so that I could perform certain rites on their behalf; they also 
wanted me to preach there. People from several small villages in surrounding valleys came in 
order to ask for a blessing and some of them suggested that we could still hide in various 
remote places in the vicinity where there would be little chance of the Chinese finding us. 
Since no other refugees had come to Rigong-kha, there had been no inroads on their food 
supplies and all the villagers were very generous in giving us hospitality after our arduous 
journey. 

Meanwhile, we were preparing for further travels, giving our heavy goods such as rugs in 
exchange for food, particularly such items as tsampa, dried meat, butter, cheeses and pork fat. 
Our porters had been sent back to Nyewo as soon as we reached Rigongkha; they had been 
ever so helpful and, though not long with us, we had got to know them very well. We gave 
them a number of presents such as jewellery, cloth etc. as we had little money; but they were 
so modest that we had difficulty in persuading them to accept even that much. As we parted 
they wished us a good journey and expressed the hope that we might escape the Communists. 

We stayed at Rigong-kha for about a fortnight; it was now the end of August and we 
decided to move to the small valley of Tsophu, lying due south. There are two high passes at 
the upper part of this valley, one leading south east and the other sou(h west. We had not 
decided which to take; however, we thought this valley would be on our way and it was not 
very safe to remain at Rigong-kha for much longer. First we had to recross the river. The 
group of refugees under Lama Riwa decided to stay on at Rigong-kha saying they would join 
us later. The rest of us, who included Repön's group and some other refugees, went down to 
the river, taking some men from the village to act as porters. The torrent was so turbulent that 
it had been impossible to build a bridge across it. Instead, a thick hemp rope had been fixed to 
the rocks on either bank. A pulley on it was attached to a belt to hold the passenger; a long 
rope affixed to this was held between the men on the opposite banks. The weight of the 
passenger carried him into the middle of the river, and the men on the further side hauled him 
up the rest of the way. 

Even while we were crossing the river we were told that some Commumsts were coming 
this way. In case they appeared suddenly we were resolved to cut the rope. 

 88



Kino Tulku's eyes had improved under treatment, but now his legs began to trouble him so 
that he was only able to walk very slowly. He believed his illness to be incurable. His wife, 
however, was determined that we should all keep together; she was beside herself with 
anxiety; it was difficult for me to know what to do. 

 
However, after the scare that the Chinese were behind us, Kino Tulku himself decided that 

we were not to stay behind on his account, saying that he would go to a small village in a 
nearby valley where he could rest-a sorrowful parting for us all. We were still keeping in 
touch with our friends in Rigong-kha who sent us supplies and gave us the latest news. I sent 
a messenger to the village to ask them if they knew of anyone with a knowledge of Lower 
Kongpo who would be prepared to come to India with us and act as guide. They promised to 
find someone; they had several people in mind and thought it would not take more than a 
week to send a man. I sent a similar message to Kino Tulku in case there was anyone in his 
village, but no-one appeared, so we started to go further down the valley. We had yet to 
decide which of the two passes we should take.  

 
A lama came to see us from Rigong-Tha; he told us that he had brought his party from 

Nyewo following our lead. The conditions there had grown worse, more and more refugees 
were crowding into the area and there was a very serious food shortage, also a good deal of 
illness. Everyone was saying that Trungpa Tulku's party had shown the way of escape and 
many people were starting to follow, though others had decided against this course, on 
hearing what a difficult track we had had to traverse on foot. The people at Nyewo had not 
understood what direction I would take after Rigong-kha; they thought we would be going 
further along the Yigong valley. The lama told me that he had met some groups already going 
that way. I said, 'they must be mad since it is known that the Communists are now in that 
area'. He replied that it was all right, for the Communists had now withdrawn, so he had 
heard; he added that the eighty refugees under Lama Riwo, who had intended coming with 
us, had changed their minds and were going with other refugees by the Yigong valley. 

It was now early September, and the weather was breaking up with frequent storms. It was 
likely that there would be a lot of snow on the passes and the road might be blocked. It took 
us some four or five days to reach the far end of the valley, from where we could really study 
the terrain, and we now concluded that the Tso-phu pass which went in a south easterly 
direction was the one which we should take. It appeared fairly easy, though rain was falling 
continuously which would mean a lot of soft snow higher up. I sent an advance party to 
investigate; they were only able to get about a quarter of the way and were then driven back 
by severe storms. 

 
They had found that the fresh snow on the pass was very deep, but thought that if the 

weather improved, even for three or four days, a crossing would be practicable. No news had 
come through concerning a possible guide for us. A local man offered to find one within a 
week saying that, should he fail, he would come back to discuss the situation with us; he 
added 'if I don't come, you may take it that I am dead'. The weather now cleared suddenly, 
but still no sign of a guide or of the local man; we concluded that he must really have died. 

There was nothing we could do except wait as patiently as possible. Yag Tulku and I with 
a few monks decided to go into retreat. I told Urgyan-tendzin to make several coracles while 
we were away and to train some of the men to paddle them, for we would need them later on 
when we had to cross the Tsangpo, which is the name given to the upper reaches of the 
Brahmaputra in Tibet. 

The spot chosen for our retreat was inspiringly beautiful, it lay beside a blue lake 
surrounded by high snow covered mountains; their peaks were glistening above the clouds 
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and pine trees grew all around. The whole place was utterly different to the country about 
Surmang; it was more like Himalayan scenery.*  

*  While in this place I wrote a poem an English translation of which, by my friend John Blackwood, 
appears on page …. at the end of the book. 

 
Every evening we sat round the camp fire for our meal. Once we heard an aeroplane 

overhead and consulted whether we should cover the fire, though some said that the 
aeroplane was too far off to notice so small a thing. I took this opportunity to tell them how 
important it was in times of war never to show any sort of light. For a week all fires were 
carefully concealed, but when no further aeroplanes were heard we ceased to keep up this 
discipline. While waiting for a guide to materialize, all the camp busied themselves in 
repairing boots and making other preparations for the journey. We had expected that Akong 
Tulku would be joining us with Tsethar's group, however nothing had been heard of them. 
Our party was so large that Dorjetsering undertook to organize the people into groups under 
separate leaders; he brought me a list with the names and ages of all the party. I was shocked 
at the numbers: about one hundred and seventy and among them men and women seventy 
and eighty years old as well as babies in arms, but very few able bodied men. I decided to 
explain to all of them the sort of journey we were facing and how very hard it was likely to 
be. I told them that we would not be able 

to visit any villages, so there would be no further opportunity to get fresh supplies of food; 
we must take all essential provisions, as from now. There would be many high passes and 
difficult streams on our route. It must be understood that we would be without tents and 
might have to sleep in the snow. We might well be captured before reaching the Indian 
frontier, for there were a great many Chinese in all this region.  

Finally I said to them: 'if any of you should be overcome by exhaustion, by long climbs 
and by trekking through rough country, it will be impossible for the others to stop and look 
after him. I want you all to realize what you are undertaking and if you think the hardships 
will be too great for you, now is the time to decide if you still wish to come with us.' I added, 
'I do not want any definite answers for a day or two', for I knew that if anyone shouted that he 
wanted to come, all the rest would follow like sheep. After three days, they all said they 
wanted to come with me and that they would rather fall by the wayside than fall into 
Communist hands, for then at least they would feel that they had made all possible effort. I 
arranged meetings to explain to everyone what rules they must promise to follow, and 
concluded with these words: 'If we are attacked we must not kill any of the Chinese. We must 
not steal people's property on the way. There must be no disunity among ourselves; and if 
anything goes wrong I must immediately be told about it.' Everyone agreed to keep these 
rules, though Repön's party and those refugees who had their arms with them were not happy 
about the non-fighting clause. I told them that they must now provide themselves with the 
necessary food and train themselves to eat sparingly from the start. Everyone now sent their 
representatives to make these final purchases, bartering their tents and all superfluous 
possessions; the porters were sent back to Rigong-kha. I was very distressed at having to 
leave my books behind. Though the party disposed of their heavier goods, they still clung to 
their cooking pots and much spare clothing, these things in addition to their supplies of food 
made the loads very heavy; they amounted to almost twice as much as an average person 
would normally carry, the weight being chiefly due to the large amounts of food that had to 
be taken. Those of the party who were unable to carry all their own stuff arranged among 
themselves that if some of their stronger companions were willing to take a part of it, 
particularly gold and silver coins and jewellery, they would be given half of these things if 
they reached India. Since a supply of tsampa was vital, extra bags of it 
were entrusted to the strongest members of the party. Some people had bartered their 
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possessions for musk which was light to carry and very valuable. 
A message came from Kino Tulku that he had found a man who knew all about Lower 

Kongpo; he was prepared to act as our guide if I did not object to his bringing his wife with 
him. I gladly accepted their services provided that he was really aquainted with the terrain. 
He was due to arrive on September i3th but did not turn up on that or the following day. 
Meanwhile we had completed our preparations and I sent some men up the pass to clear the 
snow. They found that much of it had already melted and told me that everything was in good 
condition for the crossing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

DAYS OF CRISIS 
 
I DECIDED that if the guide and his wife did not arrive before two o'clock we should 

start by ourselves. This we did and reached the snow line without them. The weather was 
very clear; high up as we were, we could even see the mountains near Nyewo. For the first 
time I felt a conviction that we were going the right way and would reach India; I was aware 
of an inner strength guiding me and felt that I was not alone. 

We waited in the cold till the next day and when I went round the various groups, I found 
that they were eating too much of their precious food; so I had to speak to them all very 
seriously, explaining that the food we were carrying would have to last a long time if we were 
to survive; also that they must be much more careful when camping to conceal themselves as 
much as possible and in no case to light any fires unless they could be screened from view. In 
future I myself would tell them if fires could be lighted at all.  

 
Furthermore I said, 'Our journey to India must be thought of as a pilgrimage; something 

that in the past few Tibetans have been able to make. Whether or not India has changed, the 
spiritual blessings imparted to that country by the presence of the Buddha remain: the places 
where he lived, freed himself from the bondage of Samsara, taught, and died have an eternal 
value. It is fortunate for us that our way is hard and that we are struggling against greater 
difficulties than the pilgrims of the past, for by this means we shall learn and profit the more 
from our journey. We should not be thinking only about the enemies threatening us from 
without. Each moment we should be aware of ourselves and of the forces of destruction that 
threaten each man from within. If we fail in this, we are indeed putting the spiritual object of 
our journey in jeopardy; each step along the way should be holy and precious to us.' 

After this talk we all watched for the guide, but there was no sign 
of him, so I decided to go on without him the following day as the weather was now very 
good. At nightfall, however, he and his wife suddenly appeared wearing their Kongpo 
costumes. I had asked for him to bring some more of these garments, but he had not been able 
to obtain any. The guide's name was Tsepa, he was a nice fellow and appeared to be 
intelligent; above all, he had travelled all over the area and knew it from end to end. He said 
how sorry he was that he had not been able to reach us on the appointed day, but he had had 
to sell all his possessions; he brought a gun and ammunition with him. I explained to him the 
route we proposed to take following the suggestions of various local people and he agreed 
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that it was feasible; indeed he considered our prospects hopeful. Early the next morning we 
set out in a scatter of snow. We found that the pass was not so steep as had been expected and 
the new snow had turned into ice, which made it easier to walk on. When we reached the top 
everyone shouted the customary Tibetan formula 'Lha gyalo!' ('the gods are victorious!'). 

We were now facing towards India and beyond us lay the valley of Tong-gyug, which 
appeared to be empty, though we were still apprehensive lest some Communists might be 
lurking there. Our party was so conspicuous in their dark clothes against the white snowy 
background, I could only hope that they would not be spotted as they moved down. I told 
them that at least they must make as little noise as possible. The wind was against us and it 
was very cold; the sun seemed to give out no heat. If we could go further down the valley and 
cross over the mountain range towards Lower Kongpo it would be the easiest way, so I sent 
some of our people ahead to find out if this was possible. While they were away, we camped 
at the foot of the pass. On their return they told me that they had not seen any Chinese, nor 
anyone else, but there were a few footprints of Tibetans, obviously old ones. We had several 
days of pleasant walking through the valley, though always feeling a little uneasy lest our 
large party might somehow have been spotted by the Communists. When we camped at night 
we always chose a small secluded branch valley where there were herdsmen's huts, for this 
part was at a high altitude with very few trees and was used in the early summer as a grazing 
ground. Now, in late September, there were a lot of small yellow berries on the trees near the 
river which though acid could be eaten. As we went down the slope of the valley we came 
into a region of fir trees; seeing fresh footprints we decided 
to halt in the scrub under the trees. I sent Tsepa to investigate and told him to go into the 
villages pretending to be a messenger from relatives of some of the people there. The 
villagers gave him a lot of information about the number of Chinese in the vicinity of Lower 
Kongpo, and told him how strictly they were guarding the place; though people were still 
able to barter their barley in the surrounding districts the whole district was in a state of 
persecution, so they said. Anyone who had been sufficiently wealthy to have a servant was ill 
treated; servants were encouraged to wear their master's clothes and the masters made to wear 
those of their servants. The Communists had established working camps for their prisoners 
and forced them to labour on road making. A great number of Tibetans had died of starvation 
and other hardships, so the villagers lived in the utmost terror all the time. Tsepa managed to 
learn more about the lay-out of the land and what route we could follow; he also procured a 
small extra quantity of food. 

From here I sent a second messenger to Tsethar's group to tell Akong Tulku where we 
were and the probable route that we intended to take. We went on down the valley and 
camped by a lake. It was so beautiful here that in spite of possible danger we could not resist 
choosing this site; the weather was however becoming colder. Our journey the next day was 
uphill; we gradually reached barer ground with more rocks and fewer trees, and the valley 
was becoming narrower; for several days the same sort of country lay before us. One morning 
we heard a man's voice; some of our party rushed off rifle in hand as far as a small bridge we 
had just crossed. It turned out to be bursar Tsethar with another monk. They told us that 
Akong Tulku was following close behind. Their party had sold most of their possessions and 
had been joined by about a hundred and twenty more refugees who had insisted on coming 
with Akong Tulku. Tsethar said that they all wished to join our party. He approved of our 
plans and agreed that we had chosen the right route; on the other hand, he thought that a 
rescue operation might be organized from the Indian side to include all the refugees, so 
perhaps it would have been better if we had waited for this to happen. Since the weather was 
still good, however, we decided to go on.  

The valley proved to be longer than we had expected and we camped again in the shelter 
of herdsmen's huts where we could have really good fires. We made the attempt to cross the 
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pass over the high mountains very early the next morning, but were only able to get about a 
quarter of the way when it started to snow; the storm was so severe that we were brought to a 
standstill. However, we found some more huts where we could stop for a day and a night. In 
the afternoon some of our men struggled on to see how far up the pass they could go. They 
reported that the snow was terribly deep, much worse than the Tso-phu pass. I arranged that 
eight of our strongest men should hand over their baggage and try to make a track through the 
snow which we could follow. They found that they could make no headway when walking 
and the only way was for a man to lie prone so as to push the snow down with his weight. 
This was extremely exhausting and each man could only do this particular job five 
consecutive times, then it was taken over by the next man, and so on as each man's turn came 
round again; the others followed to tread down the track. The actual incline of the mountain 
was so steep that we almost had to turn back, for it did not allow of our making a zig-zag 
track. As it was, the rest of our party managed to struggle after the leaders. When we had 
nearly reached the top, we saw a large group coming behind us in the valley; we took it for 
granted that this must be Akong Tulku's party. By the time we reached a plateau, it was mid-
day. We found ourselves surrounded by further rocks and making our way between them 
came suddenly upon a yet steeper gradient. However, at this great height the snow had 
hardened and this made the going slightly easier. It was difficult for the leaders to keep to the 
right track; several times they strayed off the path followed by the rest of the party, which 
meant that we all had to retrace our steps. However, at last we saw the prayer flag showing 
that we had reached the summit. The sun had already set and only a red glow remained; the 
wind was piercingly cold.  

The valley below seemed uninhabited, though we could not see very clearly as there were 
so many rocks in the way. Some of our party had fallen a long way behind; I felt anxious for 
the older people in case they had to spend the night in the snow. I knew that they could not 
have climbed any quicker, they had done magnificently by keep- mg up such a regular pace. 
We checked the list of families and felt sure that the younger members would look after their 
parents. All those who had reached the summit now started to walk down in the twilight. We 
saw a path of even ground below us, but had some difficulty in finding a way to reach it, 
being continually confronted with sudden rocky outcrops. A lot of loose stones got dislodged 
and the people in the rear had to shout a warning to those who were pressing ahead, for we 
had scattered in all directions, with each man trying to find his own way down. It was all but 
dark when the leaders reached a level piece of ground where we could stop for the night. 
There was an overhanging rock which offered shelter for some of us and my people insisted 
on giving me the best place; many others were forced to lie down in the snow. At sunrise we 
watched for the rest of the party. I feared that there might have been some casualties among 
the older members and was very happy to learn that everyone had survived. Once we were all 
together again we started down the valley, though everyone was pretty well exhausted after 
the hardships of the night before, but we felt we must struggle on since time and food were 
running very short. I sent a man ahead to see if the way was clear; he reported that he had not 
seen anyone and that the valley was a good one with no wild animals about. The wind had 
fallen and the sun was shining. 

Now that we had crossed over the pass we were no longer in the Tong-gyu valley; we 
found ourselves on a plateau across which a river ran fed by streams from small surrounding 
valleys. Tsepa directed us to go by one of these valleys running south east. There were ranges 
of mountains on either side of it so we could only keep to the valley bottom until we found a 
turning point. One day, as we were travelling particularly slowly, Akong Tulku suddenly 
came striding along ahead of his party to overtake us. It was a most joyful meeting for us 
both: he said that the pass had not been so difficult for his people, as we had already trodden 
down the snow. The rest of his party soon followed and we all went on together and camped 
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in herdsmen's huts. Akong had a great deal to report about happenings from the time when he 
received my letter telling of our intended departure from Nyewo with its details about getting 
rid of our animals and going on foot to Rigong-kha. Both his brother and bursar Tsethar had 
thought that there must be some way to Rigong-kha which could be taken on horseback with 
the baggage on mules and yaks, and they had managed to cross the Alado river at a point near 
their camp, after which they went south-east by a temporary bridge built by some of the 
Resistance. From there they changed direction and went across several very high passes 
towards Rigong-kha. The track was so broken up that in many cases they had had to put tree-
trunks over chasms between the rocks, and once they had to build a whole bridge themselves. 
Hard work like this could only be done by the able-bodied men while the rest of the party 
waited with the animals: it caused a lot of delay. In spite of all their care three of their horses 
were lost on these fragile bridges, also owing to lack of good feeding some of the horses were 
on the point of breaking down, so those which seemed too weak to continue the journey were 
sent back to Jigme Rinpoche's group to recuperate. The par- finally reached Rigong-kha with 
some three hundred yaks and twenty horses, to the great astonishment of the inhabitants, for 
they had never seen such animals before; and as there was little available grazing the beasts 
had often to be fed on grain. 

When Tsethar and his companions heard that we had left about a fortnight previously for 
the Tso-phu valley, they arranged to leave their horses and mules in the care of some of the 
villagers near Rigong-kha. Some of the refugees, however, could not bring themselves to part 
with their animals, so when they started on the further journey they took them with them, 
hoping they would be able to swim over the river at the cable bridge; but the current was so 
strong that many of the beasts were swept away by the flood. 

By the time our friends reached the Tso-phu valley our own tracks had become obliterated 
and some of the refugees, fearing that they would never find us, decided to stay in the valley 
with what animals they had left. Akong Tulku and Tsethar, however, were determined to 
carry on; incidentally they were also able to visit Kino Tulku whom they found to be very ill. 
He told them that he was very lonely without us, but was glad that we had gone on, for he 
thought our decision to try to get to India was a wise one, though it might bring us into 
danger. 

The following morning as I looked down on the camp I was amazed to see so many 
people, for Tsethar's group had added some hundred and twenty to our numbers, thus 
bringing the total up to nearly three hundred. We all went on together and as I looked back, it 
seemed more like an army on the march than a party of refugees. 

The ground was still rocky with sudden steep slopes. At last we reached the junction of 
two valleys where the local trading road from the Powo valley to Kongpo runs beside the 
river. Our scouts told me that they had seen a man with four loaded yaks going along it, so 
we waited for two hours, hiding among the rocks, while two of our men crossed the road and 
climbed the rocks above it, whence they could see about three miles of the road in either 
direction. Once they had given us the all clear the whole party crossed the road and forded the 
river beside it. Here we entered a small valley where we  found several herdsmen's huts, 
though no-one was about. We spent a very disturbed night; several people thought that they 
heard men approaching and with so many women and children in the newly arrived party 
there was a great deal of noise in the camp with the babies crying a lot. At daybreak Tsepa 
and I held a consultation. He now recognized where we were and thought that we should 
leave the valley where we had spent the night in order to cross a high pass to the south; 
though he did not know what we would find on the farther side of it, he felt sure it would be 
in the right direction and we would be getting nearer to Lower Kongpo. No-one else in the 
camp had the least notion of our position; they simply put their trust in the leaders and said 
they would follow them wherever they went. I felt that we could no longer take any risks and 
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should avoid the more open valleys with so large a party, not to mention the many noisy 
children. Few of these people had any idea of how to hide themselves in an emergency and 
they were mostly wearing light coloured clothes, conspicuous against a dark background. 
They had so little imagination that it never entered their heads that the Communists might 
capture us. However difficult it might be for the older and the very young members of the 
party to go over this rough ground, Tsepa and I agreed that it was the only safe thing to do. 

Before we set off again, I called everyone together. I explained that we were now likely to 
enter more dangerous country, for the land here was more thickly populated. It was important 
for everyone to realize that the Communists had control of this area, so no-one could be 
trusted. If any of us should meet villagers it would be impossible to disguise the fact that we 
were a party of refugees. We must give them no clues about the direction that we were 
intending to take. Anything we bought must be paid for and everyone we happened to meet 
must be treated with the utmost courtesy. It was most important that we should make as little 
noise as possible, and if anyone felt ill, he must inform me at once. 

We were still able to travel by day and crossed a low pass. Our guide was sure that from 
this point we should see some part of Lower Kongpo. We all felt excited about it. However, 
when we reached the top, all we saw was another range of rocky mountains, wit h no sign of 
life. Tsepa was puzzled, he did not know where to go next, but decided that we should 
proceed down to a little valley that could be seen below. When we reached it we found that 
there was no outlet, so that it was necessary to traverse another mountain. Beyond this 
we found that we had three more ranges to cross at the last one of which we were faced with 
a near precipice. It was covered with flat slippery grass; the descent was dangerous and some 
of the older people fell. Yet another chain of mountains lay ahead of us. We followed tracks 
made by wild animals and when we reached the summit of the next col we found a deep 
round hollow with trees growing in the grass, large enough for us all to camp there for the 
night. 

Our guide realized that he had lost his way and was much distressed; Tsethar also was 
much disturbed and began complaining that none of us had any definite idea about the way 
we ought to take; he added that he was sure that by now the rest of the refugees would have 
been rescued by the resistance soldiers. I told him that we had no evidence of this and that I 
had been trusted to lead our party and we were all doing our best. 

Next morning we followed a small track running across the shoulder of the mountain in 
front of us, which pointed in the direction of India. It sloped gently upwards and was an easy 
walk. Unfortunately the land was very bare without trees or rocks, so I was afraid that our 
large party would be seen. Towards evening we noticed some small rocky mountains with a 
high range of snow covered peaks behind them. People did not know what to think, some 
suggested that they were the mountains of Upper, others of Lower, Kongpo. As we mounted 
higher and higher the snow on the mountains reflected the dying sun and looked as if made of 
gold. We were afraid that if we went further we would be on yet higher ground, so we 
camped for the night. The frost was severe; there were no streams and our only water came 
from melted snow. Added to this we were limited in our use of fires, partly for the fear that 
they would be seen and also because of the difficulty of finding anything to burn. The next 
day we discovered that the track we had been following only led to the snow mountains 
which were not in the right direction, so we changed course and descended by a steep slope. 
Ahead of us we saw a pleasant looking valley with a river winding through it. There was 
some consternation in the camp when a black object was seen near the river which people 
thought was a man. Their uneasiness went so far that they imagined they heard voices. 
However, looking through my field glasses I could see that it was only a young yak, though 
there might well be a herdsman with it, even so, there was nothing to be done except to 
continue our downward course, for if we had stayed on the mountain we would have been 
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still more conspicuous. We made our way through squat willows and found an empty hut. All 
who could went inside, while the rest of the party lay down in the open. Some of the younger 
members organized a scouting expedition in the evening; there appeared to be no-ne about. 

Some of the refugees were getting very short of food and came to ask me how long I 
thought it was likely to be before they would be able to renew their stocks. I had to explain 
that it was unlikely to be soon and they must ration themselves very strictly. They carried on 
for about a week and then came again to ask me if my party could spare some of their rations; 
unfortunately we had not much left, for the going had been so difficult that we had only been 
able to cover short distances each day. By now our guide had completely lost his bearings; he 
had no idea where we were, but we continued more or less blindly and after crossing several 
more ranges found ourselves in a large valley on quite low ground which we thought would 
probably be inhabited. It was decided that I should go on ahead with Akong Tulku, Yag 
Tulku, Yonten and our guide and if we found a possible way, we would signal to those 
behind. It was a great relief when we found that the valley was apparently empty. However, 
we did come across traces of dung and men's footprints; Yonten and the guide thought they 
might be about twenty-four hours old. We consulted among ourselves about the next step to 
be taken, but no-one had any positive suggestion. The party behind waited and watched us as 
we came back towards them. A lot of people wanted us to halt and make tea, but I thought 
this too dangerous, so we went on down the valley. After going about half way down it we 
saw a mountain, its slopes thickly covered with pines; I suddenly felt sure that this was the 
way we should go, though Tsethar was not of my opinion; he thought that to go ahead on the 
chance would be most unpractical. However, we all started to climb the slope, but when we 
had gone a mile or so Tsethar and several others suggested that it would have been much 
better to have continued along the valley. They grumbled that they had had no tea and were 
feeling tired, and now they were having to struggle up yet another mountain. I tried to explain 
that the valley they wished to follow led away from the direction of India, and it was also 
obvious that there were people living in these parts. Tsethar and the others were so annoyed 
that they began to argue with me. I told them 'If you want to go along the valley, you had 
better do so; in which case I can take no further responsibility for you. I myself am going up 
this mountain and when we reach a more remote spot we can stop and make tea.' Some of the 
refugees shouted, 'yes! that is the right thing to do' and finally they all decided to follow me. I 
understood how desperately tired everyone was feeling, yet I was confident that we must go 
this way. Personally, I felt a strange exhilaration travelling through such wild and unknown 
country; an inner strength seemed to sustain me.  
 
We walked on until we got above the pine level; here there was dense scrub, so that we lost 
our track again and again. It was a matter of battling through the undergrowth; those who had 
swords slashed their way through. Finally all of us reached the bare rocky mountain side 
beyond the scrub. In the distance, we heard sounds which seemed either to come from 
explosions and the rumbling of lorries, or, as some of the party thought, they might be sounds 
of actual fighting. On the farther side of the mountain we came to a dry valley. Since the 
decision to come this way had been entirely mine, our guide turned to me and asked where 
we should make for next. There were three gaps in the valley and he wanted to know which 
one we should choose. I said, 'the middle one' and when asked for my reasons I replied, 'One 
had to be chosen'-1 added the two Tibetan sayings, 'A doubting mind will not fulfil one's 
wish', and 'Two needles cannot sew at the same time'. As we went through the gap I saw a 
cairn by the side of it; this cheered me, for it showed that others had gone this way before. 
Further on we suddenly felt a cold wind and found ourselves on the top of a cliff overlooking 
a lake which had black and red rocks reflected in it. My determination to take this way had 
not lessened and actually we found that the going was not too difficult, for we were able to 
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move from rock to rock till we reached the farther side where we found tracks of wild 
animals. We now stopped for the night trying to screen our fires; however, it was impossible 
to disguise them from the sky and an aeroplane actually flew over. To add to my troubles I 
was told that one of the older men was very feeble; his relations were supporting him and 
other refugees carried his baggage. Beyond the lake the ground was flat and open, but ahead 
there lay a range of mountains, so that we were again faced with an arduous climb to a col, 
following tracks of hooves. Here the snow was deeper; we had to revert to the method we 
used over the previous high pass, with eight men again crushing down the snow under the 
weight of their prostrate bodies, though 
this time the gradient was not so steep as before. From the summit Tsepa thought that things 
looked more hopeful, we could again see far distant ranges in a southerly direction which we 
thought must be on the farther side of the Brahmaputra. Our present position, however, was 
anything but an easy one. The ground sloped downwards to a small depression and then rose 
again to an even higher range. Again we were faced with having to force our way through 
with the help of the eight men. This second climb proved to be very steep and I was 
exceedingly worried about the weakly old man. We decided that he must be given more food, 
though our own resources were already so slender; it helped him to carry on. I looked 
forward to reaching the top of the col, since our guide had been so sure that we were 
travelling in the right direction; but when we arrived there, it was only to see that we were 
surrounded by ranges, all under snow. Sounds of distant lorries or explosions were no longer 
to be heard. We appeared to be at the end of a range; the ground in front of us led steadily 
downhill to a series of lakes almost below snow level, though there were scattered patches of 
snow all around. We stopped to rest by one of the lakes and I looked through my field glasses 
at the valley beyond. It was very broad with a river winding through it between meadows and 
patches of pines, but I did not see any people there. Our guide thought that we must be 
somewhere near Tsela Dzong, the junction of the Upper Kongpo river and the Brahmaputra. I 
knew that the district would be likely to be dangerous, especially if we took the wrong pass, 
for this part of the country was certainly both more thickly populated and under fairly 
complete Chinese occupation; we had heard that the Communists were trying to indoctrinate 
the inhabitants which meant that some could not be entirely trusted. I asked the others for 
their opinion and they all agreed that if we were really near Tsela Dzong the wide valley 
would be very unsafe, so it would be better to turn eastwards towards Lower Kongpo. We 
therefore decided to go a little further down the mountain and then veer round to a south 
easterly course; this meant a longer route and led through a good deal of scrub. It brought us 
eventually to a series of valleys which we had to cross, a matter of continually scrambling up 
and down hill for about a week. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

TOUCH AND GO! 
 

THOUGH I had frequently impressed upon all members of our party that they must inform 
me about any particular difficulties, I had been given no warning of an emergency, until some 
of them came to tell me that several of them had run out of food. They were actually 
beginning to boil the leather of their yak-skin bags; usually this leather is roughly cured with 
much of the fat left in it so it has some food value. I made enquiries among other groups and 
found they were having to do the same thing. The people had not wanted to worry me, since 
they knew that I had so many other grave anxieties. 

At the same time we again lost our bearings and went too far in a north easterly direction, 
which compelled us to retrace our steps for three days. Tsepa's belief that we were near Tsela 
Dzong had evidently been wrong. We now followed a small valley running east until it also 
turned in a northerly direction and we had to leave it for another leading towards the south. 
Again there were more mountain ranges in front of us; the nearest ones were not very high 
and we were able to cross two each day for three days, but after this we were faced with 
much higher ridges each of which took more than a day's travelling to cross. 

By this time many more of the refugees had consumed their last provisions, except for 
their leather bags and my own group had decided that they too must fall back on this fare, 
though some leather would have to be kept to build the coracles needed to cross the 
Brahmaputra, which meant we would have to go on very short commons meanwhile; it was 
now early November and there were no wild vegetables which could be used as a 
supplement. In spite of all their troubles the party was still cheerful and as soon as they found 
themselves in sufficiently remote places everyone would laugh and sing and individual 
groups would join with the monks in devotional chanting. They all seemed to have become 
acclimatized to the routine of travelling and the daily hardships. 

Previously the weather had been good and usually sunny, but now winter was beginning 
with storms of rain turning into snow. It was taking longer to cover any distance over these 
high mountains and looking back we could often see the spot where we had camped the 
evening before. One day, after reaching the summit of a col, as we walked down on the 
farther side we could see open country with a broad river flowing through it which we 
thought must be the Brahmaputra. The landscape was clouded in smoke, but through my field 
glasses I could see Chinese lorries moving along the road beside the river. This came as a 
shock to all of us, for we had not known that there was a road-way through Lower Kongpo. 
Tsepa thought that this time we really must be near Tsela Dzong, where the river is too wide 
to be crossed using the limited means at our disposal; besides there was a large Chinese 
establishment there and a great many inhabitants. We were still travelling by day though 
taking great precautions. The land was much lower here and there were many secluded 
valleys where we could camp, so travelling was easier. People crossing these mountains had 
often built tall cairns to indicate the track; some of these from a distance looked alarmingly 
like human figures.  

As we turned further to the east, being still on high ground, we could see a number of 
villages beside the Brahmaputra; in the evenings lights were visible; they seemed to be 
brighter than house lamps and we took it for granted that they were the headlights of Chinese 
vehicles. Our guide said that we were near Temo Monastery; he recognized the bend of the 
Brahmaputra. Therefore we would still have to keep to the mountains for a time, and 
moreover if we followed the bends of the river the distance would be much increased; in any 
case we would not be able to light fires in the daytime, and only at night by using great care 
to conceal them by digging holes in the ground. By now we were feeling the shortage of food 
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very acutely and came to the conclusion that we must try to find a shorter route. We thought 
that where we now were was too dangerous, so we retreated to a more remote area. Now we 
mostly had to travel between sunset and midnight, for there were few bushes or any sort of 
cover. Our guide was bewildered again and led us over col after col. The old man who had 
been so ill before finally dropped down and died; his son had done all possible to help him 
and had even carried his father over the worst passes. Suddenly another old man felt too 
exhausted to walk further and insisted on going down to one of the villages. He promised not 
to divulge our whereabouts nor to tell anyone about the escaping party. 

The landscape was beginning to change to more rocky and bare ground. We came across 
local tracks which we had to avoid and it was often difficult to find a suitable place to camp. 
Most of the party were showing signs of extreme fatigue, but all the same they kept up their 
spirits. After several more crossings on high ground Tsepa realized that we were approaching 
the Temo pass on the Powo to Lhasa road. This meant that we must cross the road at the top 
of the pass and, in order to reach it, we must travel through the night. All the way lay under 
snow apd it was impossible to avoid leaving tracks; unfortunately we could not reach the pass 
that same night and were forced to camp in the bitter cold hiding our fires with the greatest 
caution. Next evening we started off again; there were many animal tracks, but owing to the 
snow no people were travelling. At twilight we could see the pass beneath us, but we had to 
wait till it became dark and from our concealed position we watched and listened carefully 
for any possible travellers on the road. Though the snow was lying on the mountain side, the 
road itself was clear and we were able to cross it without mishap, though a man and horse 
must have passed earlier in the day, for their prints could be clearly discerned. 

I had told everyone to walk in single file so that our tracks would not appear to belong to a 
very large party. We now needed to hurry on as quickly as possible to find somewhere where 
we could be concealed before daybreak; unfortunately the land here was very bare with little 
scrub and lay mostly under snow; it would have been easy for anyone to follow us, so we left 
a man to keep watch behind us and sent another scout ahead. The land was undulating and 
when we reached the higher places we could see for miles around, but the only thing to catch 
the eye was the track that we had made. Again we turned aside and found higher mountains 
in front of us, which appeared to be wild and uninhabited, so we could again travel by 
daylight. From the time that we crossed the road all the party had made a special effort to 
walk quickly; tired though we all were, we could not afford to stop and a few short rests 
taken at intervals had to suffice; the fact that everyone was on short commons made the strain 
all the greater. The all-important thing was to conserve our energies for the critical moment 
when we would have to cross the main Chinese highroad and, after that, the Brahmaputra. 
After several more days' travelling our guide again lost his way and we could only guess our 
direction. As we went we were faced with continuous ranges of mountains and valleys; there 
seemed no way to get through. 

It has been mentioned before that people who were unable to carry all their own baggage 
often arranged for a stronger man to take the extra load by promising him half its contents at 
the journey's end. My own group now felt that they must fall back on their reserve of tsampa: 
to our dismay, we found that the man who had been carrying it had not only consumed his 
own share, but ours as well, and the same thing had happened in several other cases. 
Nevertheless, no-one ever attempted to kill any of the wild animals that we came across in 
our wanderings; this compassionate self-control displayed by a whole band of desperately 
hungry people moved me greatly at the time, and it remains a treasured memory of those 
heart-searching days. 

We were now quite lost, surrounded by rocks on every side; there was nothing left for me 
to do except to resort to tagpa. The question that faced us was which rocks to choose for our 
next climb. Following the directions given by the tagpa and after climbing the particular rock 
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it indicated we saw a high mountain with a col on its shoulder. The snow was very deep and 
the sun dazzled us, but fortunately most of the party carried either dark goggles or eye-
shades. Actually, the climb up was easier than the rough ground we had been crossing before, 
where we had had to jump from rock to rock; but the descent on the farther side to a lower 
level was very steep and there seemed no indication where to go next. It was again left to me 
to make a decision, so I headed for a small lake surrounded by rocky ground which we bye-
passed only to find ourselves confronted by three other ranges with rather steep cols leading 
gradually to lower ground. After this another line of mountains loomed ahead with a pass 
across which did not appear to be too steep. Tsepa and I always went ahead to direct the party 
and when we reached the top of this last pass we were amazed to see the Szechwan to Lhasa 
main road running along the mountainside below, less than a quarter of a mile away. I told 
everyone not to make any noise and to wait until I could find somewhere where we could all 
be hidden. This was not difficult on the boulder covered ground, so when everyone else was 
safely under cover Tsepa and I went out to investigate our surroundings. Through field 
glasses we could see the road leading through the Ser-kyem Pass which was actually the 
point that we had been aiming for; once across it we knew we would be very near Lower 
Kongpo and the spot where we should try to cross the Brahmaputra. 

When we returned to the others we found them all preparing for this, the most dangerous 
part of our journey. The older people were nervous, fearing that travelling on the south side 
of the river would prove too much for them and that, should they fall out by the road side, the 
Chinese would be bound to find them and through them would trace the whole party. I told 
them that we must all cross over the road at the Ser-kyem pass together and that the younger 
ones must carry the luggage to enable the older people to walk more quickly. If a Chinese 
lorry should come along when they were about to cross, everyone must lie down in the fosse 
beside the road and make no movement. We waited till dark before approaching the road, but 
when we were some twenty yards away from it we suddenly saw the headlights of a lorry.  

 
Fortunately there were a lot of rocks close at hand behind which we all ducked. I had to be 

very severe with one woman who, to help herself control her fear, was chanting mantras in a 
loud voice; I told her that she must only whisper under her breath. Since the road went in 
loops round the mountain we had time to take cover while the lorry was still some distance 
away; as it came nearer and nearer we could hear the crunching sounds of its gear changes 
and soon its headlights illuminated the very rocks where we lay concealed. We held our 
breaths and the minutes seemed like hours, but eventually the lorry passed out of sight and 
earshot. Just as we were on the point of getting to our feet for the dash across-one man was 
actually standing up-we heard the noise of a second lorry. As it came near we heard the 
Chinese talking in high pitched and, as it seemed to us, excited voices; I was afraid it was 
because they had seen us; however, all was well and the lorry passed by.  

 
After a silence of about five minutes we all walked together across the road, leaving two 

men to brush out our footsteps. On the further side the ground was still rocky but became 
smoother as we worked our way down the valley; the air also felt much warmer. The 
discipline observed by everyone was beyond all praise; they looked very serious and no-one 
spoke a word. After some three miles we turned into a side valley which was thickly wooded. 
We could still see parts of the road and would have been able to spot any 
approaching headlights; however, there seemed to be no further traffic on it. We walked 
upwards through the valley to cross a pass in the mountains. The nun, who was the sister of 
the chöpön of Yag monastery, now completely broke down both physically and mentally; it 
would have been too dangerous for the whole party if we had stopped for her, so we gave her 
what little food we could spare and then left her: it was a horrid decision to have to take-it left 
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a guilty feeling-but the safety of the whole party allowed of no other alternative. Generally 
speaking, the older refugees, by walking in a measured pace, had managed to save their 
energy for this especially dangerous time and they now walked in front, while it was the 
younger ones who lagged behind. I was feeling very exhausted myself; both Akong Tulku 
and Yag Tulku did their best to cheer me. The latter, however, was getting worn out by this 
continual going up and down mountains; he kept saying to me 'Rinpoche, what do you think 
we shall find behind this one?' I could only answer 'I don't know, perhaps we shall find a 
nice, warm, secluded valley.' At last to shut him up I said 'Probably we will find another still 
higher snow mountain': that stopped him worrying. 

After climbing the next chain of mountains we walked along the ridge for about two miles 
in a southerly direction. My opinion was that we ought to bear south, but our guide was most 
emphatic in urging us to follow a westerly course. After a time we came upon a little rocky 
hollow covered in small scrub where it was possible to camp; the ground was too uneven for 
people to lie comfortably, but we were all thankful to have found a place where we could 
stop. Immediately fires were got going, care being taken to screen them from sight. There 
was now sufficient time to stew down some of our leather; other refugees had previously 
taught us how to do it. The leather has to be soaked for a day until it swells, then cut in small 
pieces and stewed for several hours till it begins to sizzle and looks like meat. We still had a 
little tea, salt and butter and after the first sip of our national beverage we all felt better. Yo-
nten was the chief cook for our group and also did the serving. I was waiting to share the 
communal dish when he said 'we have kept a little tsampa especially for you': I asked him 
why, for I wished to share in everything on equal terms; he answered that leather was not 
suitable for his abbot to eat. I felt a little sad that this line had been drawn between me and 
the others; however, I discovered Akong Tulku and Yag Tulku's monks had done the same 
thing for them. By now, everyone seemed cheerful again and we slept in the hollow during 
the whole of the next day. Some of our men went up the mountain to spy out the land through 
field glasses; they could see the main Chinese road which we had just crossed and dozens of 
lorries full of soldiers travelling along it.  

Some of the refugees were becoming a little careless about allowing their fires to smoke 
during the day and I had to be very firm with them. Towards evening we started off again to 
cross another range; the ground was covered with short grass and sloped down in easy stages; 
however, the wind was very cold and sharp. In the far distance we could see villages and far 
behind them a snow covered range which we thought must lie on the farther side of the 
Brahmaputra. Starting off again next day we went further down the slope towards the Lower 
Kongpo valley through which the Brahmaputra flows, being much narrower at this point. 
This area was densely populated and there were villages half way up the mountain side on the 
narrow strip beside the river, besides others in various branch valleys. The land was thickly 
covered with holly trees. We did not see a road nor did we hear any sounds of lorries; this 
was reassuring, since it would make things easier for us when trying to cross the great river. 
Between us and it there was a succession of low hills and valleys where there would be 
villages and we actually could see smoke coming from some of them, so we looked for a 
place where the mountain went directly down to the water's edge.  

Ahead of us there was a small closed valley covered with brushwood, but to go down to it 
over such rough ground could not be done in the dark; hearing the sound of men's voices and 
a dog barking we thought it would be unwise to go further, so stayed where we were for the 
night. Next day I sent two men to investigate. They found a path leading downhill which, 
however, seemed to pass too dangerously near villages, so we changed our direction, fighting 
through thorny scrub until at last we found easier ground where only fir trees and holly grew; 
it was much warmer here. We went on until we noticed the smell of burning wood in the air; 
not daring to go further we camped among the boulders. Again I sent men to look round and 
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in the daylight I went with Tsepa and Urgyan-tendzin to see for myself. We thought that if we 
followed a spur running below us, this would get us down to the Brahmaputra without 
hindrance. However, we could only see the slope of the spur which hid the river, and we 
could not tell if there were any villages on the bank. Here was another problem: we would 
need coracles to cross the river. We had brought the leather of the two we used to cross the 
Nyewo, but it had been kept folded up and had become stiff as a result; it needed to be soaked 
for a long time and there were few streams in the neighbourhood. I told my compansions that 
we could at least go on for a few miles, for I felt sure that there were no nearby villages, so 
we started in the evening. The footprint of a man was suddenly spied in the track and we 
came upon a water-mill a few paces further on; fortunately the men who worked the mill had 
already gone home for the night.  
 
Some of Repon's people, who were desperately short of food, suggested that they should 
break open the door, and if they found anything eatable they would take it and leave some 
money. I told them that this would give a clue which could only lead to our discovery. 
Further on we came to a horse track and heard the sound of the bell on a passing horse. A 
murmur went through the party: they wondered if this was a Chinese or some villager; if the 
latter, they thought that perhaps he would sell them some food. Meanwhile the sound had 
ceased, so I said nothing. We crossed this local track; looking through my glasses, it seemed 
as if the rocky ground led straight down to the river, in which case it was time to get the 
coracles ready. We needed at least six more. We scouted round till we found a suitable place 
near a mountain stream where we were able to soak our coracle coverings together with other 
yak skin bags; the whole camp joined in the work of making the frames and sewing together 
the pieces of leather under the superintendence of Urgyan-tendzin. 

By this time taere was little else but leather to eat; people's health was becoming affected 
and symptoms of illness were beginning to show. I was much concerned and tried to think if 
there was any way to obtain further supplies. There was a possibility that we might approach 
the villagers in some remote spot and find out if the Chinese were in control of their whole 
area or if there was any chance of buying some food; there was always the danger that one of 
the villagers might act as a spy. I put the suggestion to the senior members of our party; some 
of them thought that we might try, others considered the risk too great. Everyone more or less 
agreed, however, that we must first get across the river. 

Making eight coracles took two days; we set off at nightfall. By now there was little 
baggage left and whatever remained was taken over by others to enable three men to be 
allotted to carry each coracle. I warned everyone that we would now be going through 
villages; we must take the greatest care and make no noise, with everybody walking in single 
file. In spite of all these difficulties the whole party kept up their spirits; they were really 
excited at the prospect before them. I led the file with Tsepa, who proved of the greatest help. 
Though he did not actually know this part of the country, he was familiar with the general 
lay-out of villages and of the tracks joining them; there was no way of avoiding these, and 
though we saw lights in the houses, we met no-one. As we made our way down these minor 
paths the coracles had to be carried aloft and were apt to scrape against the hedges making a 
crackling noise; it was also difficult to keep the babies quiet, which added to our anxieties. 
The distance proved longer than we had expected, so there was not sufficient time, that night, 
to attempt the crossing, find somewhere on the further side where to hide, and dispose of the 
coracles.  
 
I, with Tsepa, Urgyan-tendzin, Yonten and several others carrying one coracle decided to 
take a path which led up the mountain side again. We waited and waited for the rest of the 
party who had lagged behind, but no-one appeared. We therefore went on uphill until we 
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reached a place where we could hide our coracle among the holly trees and lie down 
ourselves. But sleep was impossible for me; I kept wondering why the rest of the party were 
lagging behind. At the first light of day we heard someone walking on the dry leaves; the 
sound came nearer and nearer. Tsepa had his gun ready; I jumped on him and said that there 
was to be no shooting. He asked me to make no noise. The footsteps came on and a man hove 
in sight; it turned out to be a messenger from our own party. He was delighted to have found 
us but said that he had also hoped to find two others of our men who were carrying a coracle, 
as they were not among the rest of the refugees who, having lost contact with us the night 
before, had found a hiding place in a holly thicket lower down the slope. His report on the 
way that some of the other people in the camp were behaving worried me greatly, for he told 
me that they had lighted fires and were not keeping sufficiently quiet. I sent him back with a 
message that rules had been laid down to save the lives of three hundred people and must be 
strictly adhered to. He was to tell everyone that as soon as it was dark we would join them 
and they must all be ready to start for the crossing. 

From our hollow we could not see very far and did not know if there were any houses 
near, but as the sun came up it looked as if we had found a good hiding place. However, we 
could not discover any water in the vicinity and all felt very thirsty, so Tsepa decided to go 
down to the lower camp to fetch some; there would be no difficulty on the way as there was 
plenty of cover between the two camps. He suggested that he might visit some of the villages 
pretending to be a local man, since he wore the clothes of the district, but I told him that this 
might lead to danger. While he was away Urgyan-tendzin and I took field glasses and walked 
up the mountain to see how the land lay. 

 We were at the end of the range and could see both banks of the Brahmaputra and the 
country on either side of it. At one point the river was fairly narrow but we would have to 
pass near a number of villages to reach it; we could see white-washed temples flying red 
flags, and these were also to be seen over most of the houses. A backwater ran beside the 
farther bank of the river downstream from the likely crossing place, with a narrow strip of dry 
ground between it and the main channel which, being wooded, could afford adequate cover; 
at the end of the back-water there appeared to be a dry passage onto the mainland. The 
ground here was level for about a quarter of a mile and then sloped uphill towards another 
range of mountains. The track led through a village some two miles away on the lower slope 
of the mountains; here too, red flags were flying on the houses and a very large one was 
displayed on a white temple building. There were fields all around where herdsmen were 
tending their flocks. Taking everything into consideration we still thought that our best plan 
would be to cross the river at the narrow part, walk along the strip between it and the 
backwater, and go out by the end passage. We would have to risk going through the village 
just beyond. 

In the afternoon we were feeling very depressed, the sun was hot and we were longing for 
something to drink. About four o'clock a black mass of crows started to wheel over us; their 
shadows fell across the mountain as the sun was sinking and their raucous caws sounded very 
sinister. We went back to our small party in the hollow and found that Tsepa had brought 
some water. He told us that a few of the refugees from the lower camp had gone out on their 
own to try to buy food and the villagers had told them that they had seen two men in chains 
whom the Chinese had arrested alleging that they had stolen a bullock: these must have been 
the men of our party who had disappeared with the coracle. The local people had realized that 
the men asking to buy food were trying to escape and they had no intention of getting 
involved beyond receiving payment for their supplies; however they gave the information 
that at this time of year, all the passes on the farther side of the Brahmaputra would be 
blocked by snow. 

There was no other solution for us but to go on. We waited till dark and then went down to 
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the lower camp. I had given strict orders that everyone was to be ready to start, but when we 
reached the camp I found that they had not finished packing up and told them they must 
hurry. As they were getting their baggage together my attendant found that a small bag of 
tsampa which had been kept for me had disappeared; his suspicion fell on a boy and losing 
his temper he started to chase him. Others tried to stop my attendant, unfortunately this 
angered him still more; everyone began to shout and to argue; the whole camp was in an 
uproar which further delayed the packing. I spoke very severely, for I saw that everyone was 
on the verge of hysteria. Catching my attendant by the arm I told him to control himself and 
explained that this was the most critical moment in our escape; every minute was valuable. 
The man was still agitated, but when he saw how very gravely I was looking at him, he 
calmed down and tried to explain that the boy had stolen my tsampa; I said 'I don't think that 
he has done so, but in any case, let him have it. At this time we all need strength, and I hope 
if he has taken the food that it will help him to work all the harder. What I am mostly con-
cerned and distressed about is to hear that someone in the camp stole a bullock and that two 
innocent men are suffering for their crime. 

 
 
 

<picture from the Rampa-book THE HERMIT 
 

<Art: Gilbert Williams 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 

ACROSS THE HIMALAYA 
 
WE were now ready to start; it was the night of the full moon on December i-th. Akong 

Tulku was carrying a very heavy load on his back and I asked him if he could really take so 
much, adding cheerfully 'it might end in your collapse'. Laughingly, he replied, 'this is the 
decisive night and I can do it; please remember that I am tougher than you'. When we reached 
the level ground we could hear voices in the neighbouring village and dogs barking in the far 
distance; however, we got as far as the sandy approaches to the river and everyone was 
hopeful. I went from group to group to encourage those in the rear to move more quickly and 
as I was walking between them I saw a man in Kongpo dress in front of me behind a thorn 
bush; as I looked at him he disappeared, but soon afterwards I saw another man in the same 
costume who was carrying a rifle; I thought he might be Chinese as he had a very light skin. 
He too disappeared. I noticed that some groups of stragglers were going in the wrong 
direction so I had to rush after them to bring them back. At last my group reached the river 
and were the first to embark; eight of us got into one coracle with Urgyan-tendzin to paddle, 
followed closely by a second group. The full moon was just rising. It took some time to get 
across, though Urgyan-tendzin went as quickly as possible, and as soon as we disembarked 
he was ready to take the coracle back to fetch another lot of passengers. I heard a shout from 
the river from the man who was paddling another coracle; he was calling me by name and 
saying that he was unable to get across and they would all be drowned. I told him not to 
panic, it would be all right and he carried on and landed his party.  

As I walked up and down the bank talking to the three groups who had arrived, I suddenly 
heard gunfire. At first I thought it must have come from one of our party; then a second shot 
was fired and I could hear shrill shouts from Chinese voices. The firing became continuous 
and bullets came whizzing above us. Some of the remaining refugees jumped into coracles 
and were able to get across. The firing still went on, becoming even heavier. Altogether about 
fifty people reached our side and we rushed up the strip between the river and the back-water, 
expecting to find the dry passage at the end of the water, but no-one could locate it. Since the 
Chinese were evidently in force on the other side, we expected that there would also be some 
of them here, so all heavy baggage, such as bags containing coins and jewellery, was thrown 
into the water. Being unable to find the passage, we tried to wade across the back-water, but 
found it too deep, so some of the men went back to the riverbank to fetch the two coracles. 
These were now waterlogged and consequently very heavy and it took time to bring them. 
The men arrived at last and a few of us were paddled across. Everyone wanted to jump into 
the two coracles at once, so some had to be ordered to wait for the return journey, till finally 
all got across. 

By this time it was near sunrise; many of the fugitives began to panic and rushed off on 
their own without waiting for me or anyone else to instruct them. Tsepa and his wife, Akong 
Tulku, Yag Tulku, Tsethar, Yag Tulku's and my attendants were the only ones near me and 
we started southwards towards the mountains. Yonten was still paddling people across the 
back-water, so I did not see him. Tsethar lost his temper and accused me of trying to save too 
many people. He said that our best plan would be to try and find a hiding place nearby; we 
could then go down the strip again and try to collect some of the baggage that we had left on 
the bank of the river, for the firing had now died down. I begged him not to attempt it, for we 
had already climbed some way up towards a village. However he was determined to go and 
said that he would return with Yonten. I told him that we intended to walk up the mountain 
until we found a suitable place where we would hide. Akong Tulku's younger brother and a 
nun joined us; we were all utterly exhausted, having eaten hardly anything and the climb took 
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a long time; to add to our discomfort, our clothes, which had been soaked through when we 
tried to wade across the back-water, began to freeze on us. As light broke in the sky we could 
see the village in front of us. There were people on the balconies of the houses, some of 
whom looked like Chinese, and in the surrounding fields herdsmen were taking their animals 
out to the grazing grounds. But there seemed no better way than to creep through the village 
between the hedges and we succeeded in doing this without mishap. Beyond, a winding path 
led over a bare strip of chalky ground on which our dark clothing would be very visible and a 
herdsman who was driving his animals behind us seemed to be looking at us, but we took no 
further notice and simply went on in the same direction.  

 
From the higher ground we could see everything that was going on in the village and 

beyond it we had a good view of the river: a lot of people were still gathered beside the 
northern bank and had lighted fires. However, we pressed on and a little further up the slope 
found ourselves in a belt of holly trees; knowing that if we went higher we would come to 
more open ground we decided to stay under cover, of the trees, for we were all very nearly at 
the end of our strength. The mountain faced north; no sun shone on it and it was bitterly cold; 
our frozen clothes clung to us. Throughout the day we heard firing and saw people walking 
about in all directions; it was obvious that the Chinese were looking for us, we could hear 
their steps coming nearer and nearer and then dying away again as they altered their course. 
From the village, there were no sounds of cheerfulness and the herdsmen instead of singing 
as they took their animals out now merely shouted at their herds. There were intermittent 
sounds of firing from below, and of blasting where the new road was being made. In our 
hiding place among the holly trees we still had to be very careful, for the dry leaves on the 
ground crackled whenever we moved; we tried several times to open our food pack, but each 
time we had to abandon the attempt because of a sound of footsteps and the thumps of a rifle 
being used as a walking stick. Akong Tulku's baggage had had to be jettisoned, so I teasingly 
told him that I, being more modest, had been able to bring along mine. My attendant 
suggested that it was now the time to practice the yoga of 'Inner Heat' (known as tummo in 
Tibetan), but Yag Tulku retorted that sitting down on the crackling holly leaves in order to 
take the cross legged position required for this yoga would make too much noise, not to 
mention the sound of the accompanying breathing exercises. I had to laugh and Tsepa 
whispered 'Hush! you must all keep quiet, someone is coming.' I whispered back 'perhaps this 
time, it is the spirits who are coming to protect us.' This bantering helped us to relax. 

The day seemed dreadfully long. There were sounds of firing near the village and we were 
afraid that the Chinese might have found some of our party. It was slightly warmer around 
midday and then became terribly cold again towards evening. We dared not open our 
food-pack and there was no water. We could only moisten our lips with the hoar frost. 

About an hour after dark there were no further suspicious sounds to be heard, so we 
decided to walk on. Tsepa led the way in complete darkness and we climbed for about five 
hours until we reached the level of the fir trees. By this time we were completely exhausted 
and the cold was intense. However we found a little tsampa at the bottom of the food pack, 
and this, mixed with hoar frost, made us feel slightly better; we could shelter in some hollow 
fir trunks and did our best to sleep. My attendant was magnificent; he was lying close to me 
and took this opportunity to talk about meditation. He said that the experience that he had just 
gone through had been a spiritual lesson for him; he was now feeling at ease and believed 
that our worst trials were behind us. I replied 'But what if we are captured tomorrow, one 
never knows? We are still in Chinese occupied territory and their guards are hunting for us.' 
He begged me not to speak about it. I said, 'this is only talk, we may actually have to go 
through this experience and if so, will it still be a test of meditation for you?' Then I raised 
my voice to ask Yag Tulku if he did not agree. 'What are you talking about?', he said. 'We are 
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talking about meditation and whether this will help us if the Chinese capture us tomorrow.' 
He answered, 'I am sure that the danger is over; what do you think lies beyond this 
mountain?' I gave the usual reply, 'Another icy range, which will provide a still better 
opportunity for us to practise the yoga of inner heat', for this time we will be able to take up 
the correct posture'; this set everybody laughing. That night none of us could sleep; just 
before dawn we dozed off only to be awakened by a loud whisper from Tsepa 'wake up! 
wake up! someone is coming'. We all alerted. A voice was heard and the crunch of frost 
under feet: we could see an advancing figure. Tsepa had his gun ready; we others held our 
breath. I whispered to Yag Tulku 'You remember our conversation of last night.' The steps 
faded and then came nearer again; Tsepa stood with his loaded rifle ready to fire. My 
attendant and I implored him not to use it. Suddenly a woman's figure appeared followed by 
others; they were the peasant family who had joined us at Kino Tulku's monastery. Behind 
them were Tsethar and Yo-nten; they had seen our footprints clearly on the frost covered 
ground. 

When Tsethar had gone back to the bank of the Brahmaputra to try and salvage some of 
the baggage he had met Yo-nten. They 
wanted to join our little group, but daylight overtook them, so they found a hiding place 
before reaching the village and remained there until the next night. They were only a few 
yards from the track between the village and the back-water and could see the villagers, and 
the Chinese going in all directions to hunt for the refugees. They could hear them talking to 
each other and saying that quantities of musk, gold and silver jewellery and sable skins had 
been found strewn along the back-water. They also spoke of having captured some of the 
refugees. Though they came quite close to where Tsethar and Yonten were hiding they failed 
to see them. It was quite warm in their hiding place so the two men were able to take off their 
wet clothes and dry them. They were very anxious about our group, and wondered if the talk 
about captured refugees referred to us. When night fell they started to go uphill again and, on 
the way, met the peasant family; all of them passed through the village in safety. Since they 
had found it so easy to follow our footprints, we felt it was hardly safe for us to stay any 
longer where we were. 

It was now two days since we had crossed the river, and I will now follow my diary. 
December11th. We could now travel by daylight, though whenever we heard a suspicious 

sound we halted immediately; however, we soon realized that these noises came only from 
wild animals. Tsethar suggested stopping for tea; he was afraid that we might break down. 
We dug a hole for the fire. Fortunately, we had some tea and butter left, though little else. 
The drink seemed a meal in itself and everyone had a good night. 

December 18th. Our walk today was over open ground; We could look down on the 
village and the river, but we felt that we ourselves were too far away to be spotted from 
below. Our party of fourteen started out together; but since we now thought that we were 
beyond pursuit by the Communists, discipline became somewhat relaxed, with Tsethar, the 
peasant family and my attendant lagging behind. From high up on the mountain we could see 
the many ranges that all our party had crossed together with such courage and determination, 
before we became separated at the Brahmaputra. We felt very sad, not knowing what had 
befallen our many friends and companions. We could clearly see both the river and its back-
water, and through my field glasses I could distinguish a black patch which I took to be one 
of our coracles. 

We did not stand for long on the skyline for fear of being seen, so 
the rest of us waited below the ridge while Tsepa went across to see what lay on the other 
side. He reported that it was a wild valley with no signs of a village, so we made our way 
down until we came to an obvious footpath which appeared to lead valleywards; on its 
surface we noticed prints of Tibetan boots which, however, on closer examination did not 
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appear to be recent, so we followed the path down to the bottom. Here we espied a 
herdsman's hut where we thought we might shelter for the night, but when we reached it we 
were disappointed to find that it had fallen into ruins and no longer had a roof. Still it was a 
luxury to find a level field surrounded by rocks to protect us from the wind, with a stream 
nearby. This was our first opportunity to dry our wet clothes and to mend a few things: here 
at last we could all relax and wash. With approaching darkness we set to and collected wood 
for a fire by which we sat, lighted by the last rays of the setting sun. 

Tsepa knew nothing of the country on this side of the Brahmaputra so we turned once 
again to the exceptional form of divination known as prasena, from which a clear vision 
came. It told us that we were to go up the mountain on our right, when we would see another 
range ahead; three cols would be visible and we were to make for the centre one: this would 
be the last high range that we would have to cross. 

Yag Tulku was now convinced that we would reach India and gave a short talk of 
reassurance to our little party. In the evening with a good fire in this cosy valley we at last felt 
warmer, but at night it began to freeze again and by morning our clothes were stiff with frost. 

December i9th. We now had to climb another spur and were soon at snow level. As we 
went up, we could see villages some three to four miles away. This made us anxious, for our 
dark clothes could be so easily noticed against the white background, though the sun was on 
the villages and we were in the shade on the north side of the range. The snow here was quite 
deep, in places dangerous as it had turned to ice and we were afraid of slipping. It took the 
whole morning to reach the top. On the southern slope there was no snow; the mountain was 
covered with short slippery grass dotted about with rocks. It was hard going with no 
indication of any path. A small valley now lay ahead of us and beyond it a high steep 
glaciered range ofmountains where we could see three cols; we believed that the centre one 
was the col indicated by prasena; it looked quite near but the climb 
up was quite a long one. The higher we climbed the deeper the snow became. Tsepa and 
Yonten were the only really strong men in our party, so we could not adopt the method we 
had used before in very deep snow. Now these two men went first and the rest of us followed 
as best we could; the ascent was very laborious and took most of the afternoon. To make 
matters worse, a snowstorm burst over us towards evening, covering the ice with snow. We 
kept cheerful and eventually reached the top at an altitude of about 19,000 feet above sea 
level. Rising almost perpendicularly to the east of our pass was Mount Namcha Barwa or the 
'Blazing Mountain of Celestial Metal'; its crest glittered far above the clouds, for this 
mountain is over 25,000 feet high (Photograph opposite page 190). 

As we looked back along our path we saw that five cairns had been built at a lower level, 
so this track was obviously the right one. 

The storm had now passed and the sun was shining again. When we looked down on the 
south side we saw that we were surrounded by snowy peaks with behind them range after 
range of lower mountains reaching into the far distance in every direction; these looked a 
smoky blue colour as if covered by a jungle of trees; we thought that the most distant ones 
might be in Indian territory. 

At our feet the ground looked very rough; it appeared to be a moraine with a series of 
rocks showing deep patches of snow between them. There was no way of bye-passing this 
stretch, we had to go straight down it. The whole place seemed completely desolate, without 
even traces of wild animals. The surface was appallingly slippery; Yag Tulku slid down in a 
sitting position for about fifty yards and was only stopped by a small rock within a few feet of 
a sheer drop. Further down the gradient became, if anything, even steeper; we seemed 
surrounded by cliffs and could see no way of getting by them. Looking back we could see 
that had we attempted to cross either of the other two cols it would have been disastrous, for 
glaciers fell away steeply on this side of them; so though our own position was far from 
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pleasant, any other way would have been worse. It was getting near nightfall and dislodged 
stones were falling on the people in front. We decided to get out of line and to search 
individually for any possible pathway. Tsepa suddenly shouted that he thought he had found 
a way down. It led downwards through a slight depression between two almost perpendicular 
rocks. Following in Tsepa's track we came to a cave surrounded by bushes. By now it was 
quite dark and since we felt that we were safe from any 
possible unpleasant encounters we made a glorious blaze and spent the evening in devotional 
chanting. The nun still had some butter, Akong Tulku's young brother some tea, and both 
Yonten and the peasant family a little tsampa, so we had all the basic necessities. This was 
the first night since the beginning of our escape that I slept really peacefully. 

December 20th. We were desperately short of food, so we could not afford to delay. As we 
walked down in the morning we looked at a stretch of snow-covered ground surrounding a 
large lake. We made our way beside it and a little further on suddenly found ourselves at the 
edge of a steep escarpment which at first appeared to be impassable. However there was a 
crack running down it which, though abrupt, had an uneven stony surface affording a 
reasonably firm foothold; the younger people among us helped those who found it too 
difficult. Once we got to the bottom everything looked easy, for we were in a small valley 
with a frozen stream running through it and there was much less snow. The country was 
completely deserted with no sign of human habitation, the only living creatures being wild 
animals such as deer, foxes etc. We chose a sheltered camping place among rocks, from 
where we could see distant woods of holly and fir. 

December 21st. In the morning we noticed a large patch of green which we took for a field 
of grass, but when we reached it we found to our horror that it was a large muddy swamp 
which could not be crossed. We tried to walk round it; this presented further difficulties, for 
the whole land was covered with a very prickly kind of thorn bush which had to be hacked 
through with every available knife or sword. This was particularly arduous work and took a 
long time. Towards evening we reached the junction of two rivers. There was evidence here 
of recent footprints. We thought that this might be a track leading to Doshong pass and that 
Chinese might be in the neighbourhood, though the footprints were clearly of Tibetan boots. 
That night we camped among reeds and trees beside the river. 

December 22nd. As we went on I felt more and more puzzled, for everything looked 
somehow strange. It was all utterly unlike anything I had known hitherto; the air was much 
warmer and there were so many unknown trees. We were obviously getting near to an 
inhabited part of the country. That evening, as we sat round the fire, we held counsel 
together. The question was whether, if we were within reach of a source of food supplies, we 
could now allow ourselves to consume more of the slender remains of our food, or whether, if 
the Chinese were in the district, we must ration ourselves yet more severely. Someone 
suggested that if the Chinese were indeed here, it might be best to surrender, for we were in a 
poor state of health after so many acute privations and were near starvation. However, most 
of the party felt sure that there were no Chinese in the vicinity and, even if there were, they 
said that at all costs we must not surrender but must still make every effort to escape. That 
night, while trying to sleep, we heard many strange noises and at first were greatly disturbed, 
until we realized that they only came from the wild animals around us. 

December 23rd. We had been continuously going up and down the mountain slopes and 
now hoped to find easier ground. However, with every step the way seemed to become more 
difficult; the ground was again rougher and the mountains steeper; the trees here grew much 
taller. In places we had to negotiate great rocks, only able to be crossed by narrow foot-holds, 
with rusty chains for support, which reminded me of the track to Rigong-kha: the streams 
merely had log bridges of the most primitive kind. It was so tiring jumping from rock to rock 
that I was beginning to feel at the end of my tether, hardly knowing how to go on; but I dared 
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not tell this to anyone for fear of discouraging them. We camped in a little cave and again 
saw traces of the same footprints as before. Our tsampa and butter were now all but gone, 
though we still had some tea; Tsethar remarked that we would have to reach a village within 
a day or so, otherwise we would all die. A voice called out 'Be a strong Kilampa and don't 
lose heart' and everyone laughed. 

December 24th. Our journey now took us through yet stranger country; there were all sorts 
of trees forming a dense jungle with no level spaces; a tangle of mountains with continual 
rain and mist. For the first time we saw banana trees, but did not know that the fruit was 
edible and dared not experiment. The rain poured in torrents all day, splashing up from the 
ground as it fell. Towards evening we found quite a nice cave with many signs that travellers 
had used it before. We now had nothing left except tea and a few leather bags. However, we 
could make a good fire and really enjoyed this meagre fare. I was touched to find that Yo-
nten had still kept a small quantity of tsampa for me. After we had eaten, Tsepa volunteered 
to go down to see if he could find a village where he could get some food; he and the peasant 
husband went off together. He said that if he could find a village that night he would return to 
us with supplies, but if no village was near, we were to come on next day and he would meet 
us on the way. About an hour after he left, we heard the report of a gun; then nothing further. 
We felt very anxious. 

December 25th. We stayed in the cave all day and kept up our spirits by chanting as we 
cooked our leather; it was such a luxury to have a fire and we stayed on in the cave that night. 

December 26th. With the morning light we started off and walked down the slope and as 
we turned uphill again we met the peasant husband carrying a large bag of tsampa. To our 
amazement he said that he and Tsepa had overtaken Akong Tulku's elder brother in company 
with Dorje-tsering's wife and three nuns and they had given him the tsampa to tide over our 
immediate needs. They told him how they had been captured by the Chinese near the back-
water, but managed to escape from the headquarters where they were being held and had 
afterwards joined up with some Kongpo peasants who were also escaping. The party had 
heard Tsepa's gun the night before and had been so frightened that they had rushed away. It 
appeared that the gun had only been fired to scare a wild animal which seemed as if it might 
attack. Tsepa had sent the peasant husband back to us while he himself went up to the village 
on the mountain side to buy provisions. He sent us a message saying that we were to go to a 
cave below that place where the other party were waiting for us; he would join us there later 
with the food. We soon reached the cave and spent a very happy morning telling each other 
of our experiences. They told us that a group of them had crossed the river and the back-
water and had tried to follow us; however, they had lost their way and after lying hidden in 
the long grass for a time they reached the village. When the Chinese discovered them, there 
was no fighting; all the refugees were taken prisoner and removed to a village which was a 
local Chinese headquarters, on the south side of the Brahmaputra. Their baggage was 
thoroughly searched; all the contents of their amulet boxes were thrown out and all religious 
books were immediately destroyed. Each person was privately questioned to find out if their 
stories tallied; they were asked where they came from and where they were going. Most of 
them said that they were trying to escape to India, though a few said that they were going on 
pilgrimage to that country. The lamas and leaders were separated from the rest and put 
under guard to be interrogated more closely. They were given the most menial work to do, 
such as cleaning out latrines. One of the lamas despaired and hanged himself; he had already 
escaped from one prison camp in Derge and this was the second time that he had been 
captured. As other prisoners were brought into the camp all our party were relieved to find 
that no members of our little group were among them; but when the Chinese could not trace 
Akong Tulku, Yag Tulku or me among the senior prisoners, they thought we might be 
lurking disguised among the crowd, since they knew that we had been the leaders of the 
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party; so the prisoners were checked again, especially the younger ones. 
At night everyone was locked up together in a single room, but women and the less 

important men were allowed to go out into the village during the day: they were, however, 
called in for individual questioning from time to time. The Chinese would then tell them that 
now that Lhasa was liberated they could go there whenever they wished to, there would be no 
trouble on the roads; but of course there were more useful things to be done than wandering 
off on pilgrimages, which were indeed only superstition. The prisoners were even told that 
should they wish to go to India for this purpose, the Chinese administration were quite ready 
to let them out; however, such a journey would be exceedingly dangerous, for anyone might 
die of starvation or fall ill from the hot climate there. 

When a rumour went round the camp that all the able bodied refugees were shortly to be 
sent north to join labour camps on the other side of the Brahmaputra and that the senior 
people and those too old for work were to be sent to concentration camps, one of the nuns 
contrived to buy fcod for herself and Akong Tulku's brother; she also obtained information 
about the best way to reach Doshong Pass. Dorje-tsering's wife and two other nuns were also 
able to procure some food and all five managed to escape together. They stopped in a wood 
the first night and crossed the Doshong Pass the following day. Here they met the family 
from Kongpo who knew the country and were also making their escape, so they joined 
forces. 

The Kongpo family were camping in a valley below our cave and the man came up to see 
me, bringing a jug of soup made of meat and barley which we much appreciated. He told me 
how he and his people had escaped: it had been very difficult to get out of their village as 
permits were only given to visit friends in the near neighbourhood and when the visit was 
over the holder had to apply to the local authorities for permission to return to his own home. 
Having obtained the permits to leave his village, our friend and his family took the opposite 
direction towards the mountains to the south. A number of the villagers had wanted to do the 
same thing, but knowing the danger they would have to encounter in crossing the snow-
bound Doshong Pass, they had not dared to undertake the journey. 

Some refugee lamas from Lower Kongpo were sheltering in the small monastery in the 
village above our cave. A monk came down with Tsepa to request me to conduct a devotional 
service for them as well as for the villagers. I was surprised to see him wearing a long dagger 
which looked somehow wrong for a monk. He was particularly friendly and invited us all to 
stay in the monastery. However, we felt that this village was too near Lower Kongpo and 
might not be a safe place for us qo, seeing that one could not get to the monastery and back 
again that same afternoon, we stayed where we were in and around the cave. We had an 
excellent meal with some pork the villagers had supplied and made dumplings with their 
wheat flour which they also gave us. We tried the local dish of millet, but found this difficult 
to swallow. 

December 27th. Some of our party had bought roast corn from the villagers, which we 
nibbled throughout the day; unfortunately we had not realized that it would swell up inside us 
and this, followed by a meal of fat pork, gave us all severe stomach aches, so that none of us 
were able to sleep that night. However, we were all feeling comforted, for we thought that 
this part of the country was too wild and unproductive to be of much interest to the 
Communists. A year later, however, the Chinese occupied these frontier regions, includmg 
this part. 

December 28th. The Kongpo refugees remained in the vicinity, while we resumed our 
journey. There are a great many holy mountains in this district which is called Pema-ko-; 
Guru Padmasambhava used to meditate in its caves and Tibetans have often come here as 
hermits and pilgrims to practise meditatior. 

There were many small villages dotted about and we passed through wild valleys and 

 111



crossed streams by very primitive bamboo bridges. That night we camped on the bank of a 
stream. 

December 29th. Today it was very hard going, for our way led up and down slopes 
covered with large rocks; in some cases rough steps had been hewn, in others, it was the old 
story of narrow nitches cut in the rock faces. There were trees and undergrowth everywhere 
md we could not see anything of the country around us. To add to -ur discomfort it was 
raining very hard and we were wet through before we could stop for the night. 

December 3oth. In one of the villages which we passed we stopped to rest and some of the 
villagers, who appeared to be very poor, welcomed us bringing small rice cakes cooked in oil 
as well as a local beer also made from rice; as the drink was fermented we were unable to 
accept it and this rather upset their sense of hospitality. We were much interested when one 
of the peasants took us up the hill to show us how he grew his corn. This required immense 
labour, for there were only small patches among the rocks on the mountain side where it 
could be sown, and it was always in danger of being eaten by the many wild animals about 
the place; to protect it he had built small well-thatched sheds from where he could keep watch 
against them. We spent the night on a little hill where there was water. 

December 31st. When we woke up in the morning we could see our next objective, a 
village high up on the slopes on the other side of the river. We crossed this by a slender 
bamboo bridge and, beyond it, found ourselves on steep hard ground. There were no rocks, 
but footholds had been cut on the stony surface in a zig-zag pattern to make the climb easier. 
As we went further up we could see the Brahmaputra again, now on its south-westward 
course: the ranges on its south side looked very beautiful with patches of cloud and little 
groups of houses dotted about. These foothills of the Himalayas have a continual rainfall and 
everything looked wonderfully green. We could not recognize most of the plants here for 
they were utterly different from those which grow in EastTibet. We laterlearned that this is 
the best time for travelling, for in the winter there are no snakes nor leeches about. Our climb 
was very arduous and from the time that we had crossed the river there was no water to be 
had anywhere until we reached a village called Pedong late in the afternoon. I had sent a 
messenger ahead of the party to ask if we could be given accommodation for a couple of 
weeks; when we arrived we received a warm welcome and were able to rent rooms in various 
houses. 

I, together with my attendant, Ybnten, Tsepa and his wife and the peasant family stayed in 
the headman's house; our host gave me his best room and that evening he himself cooked our 
meal. Some of the dishes were made of stewed leather, which is largely eaten in this area; 
being now nicely cooked with spices and vegetables I did not even realize that it was leather. 
For drink he gave us an alcoholic liquor made from wheat and, when I asked for tea, he told 
me that no water was available that night and that this drink would be good for us after our 
long journey, since we must be worn out and in need of rest. As monks do not touch alcohol 
we did not drink it, however, and pretended that the soup had been enough to quench our 
thirst, which disappointed our host. He was a very gentle and friendly man anxious to help us 
in every way; moreover he knew Tibetan and acted as interpreter to all our party, for the 
villagers only spoke the local dialect. 

January 1st. I took a walk in the country outside the village and was shocked to see some 
little boys hunting birds which they took home and roasted in their kitchens. When I spoke 
about this to our host he said it was difficult to stop people from doing it as it was the custom. 
Akong Tulku and Yag Tulku had had the same experience as ourselves in refusing the 
alcoholic drink, but after we had walked round together and seen for ourselves the scarcity of 
water, we understood the position better, for the villagers had to walk a long way down to the 
valley and then dig a hole, into which water would slowly trickle. This work was generally 
done by the women. The villagers' chief industry was very fine and artistic basket work 
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coloured with beautiful vegetable dyes. 
During the following days I had many talks with the local people; they considered 

themselves to be Buddhists, though all this area still showed traces of the ancient Bbn 
religion. There were temples in the villages, but the priests in charge were singularly lax; they 
had never received any training, and the way to celebrate the rites had merely been handed on 
orally from father to son. They were all married and led more or less worldly lives. For the 
devotional ceremonies, the fathers of the household and their sons joined with the priest in 
charge, while the women and children looked on, and these assemblies generally included the 
serving of alcoholic drinks to all by the women. Though this part of the country had been 
considered holy since the eighth century, latterly pilgrims who came to meditate in the 
neighbouring caves rarely went near the small villages so that the indigenous people seldom 
had any contact with instructed Buddhists. 

In the eighth century when Buddhism first began to spread into 
Tibet practices such as the worship of nature spirits and the animal sacrifices of the Bbn 
religion were forbidden and many Bbnpo adherents emigrated to the outlying regions of the 
Himalayas, both to the Pema-ko district and to parts of Nepal, for they could not go to India 
which at that time was largely Buddhist. However, after Buddhism had become universal 
inTibet the inhabitants of the Pemako area took shelter under the name of Buddhism, though 
still practising some of the Bbn rites. On the other hand in the eastern province of Kyungpo 
the people still call themselves Bbnpos, though their practice is Buddhist in effect; they are 
known as 'White Bo-npos'. 

In 1950 Du-njom Rinpoche, a renowned teacher of the Nyingmapa Order or 'Order of the 
Ancients' came to Pema-kb. He had already established a monastery in Upper Kongpo and 
wished to found a second one here with a good library, his chief object being to train monks 
so that they might instruct the local people in the real teachings of Buddhism; in their 
isolation they had sadly lapsed and reform was necessary. Among other things he introduced 
cows, so that the villagers need not be solely dependant on hunting wild animals for food. He 
knew the local dialect and could mix with and teach the people himself. 

The villagers told me how much it had meant to them having his monastery there to take a 
lead in this much needed work of reform. At one time they had had a Tibetan monk-official 
as administrator of the district; later, the Chinese had also established a headquarters in this 
area, but had withdrawn after two years; they had made very little impression on the people. 
All were now very anti-Chinese and were prepared to fight for their liberty, if only with 
primitive bows and arrows. They had made plans to build bridges in such a way that they 
could be demolished at the very moment when the Chinese would be crossing them. 

There was no possibility of getting any milk and, since it was winter, vegetables were in 
very short supply; there was nothing left for us, therefore, but to fall in with the local custom 
of drinking beer, of which the villagers had large quantities. This, combined with better food 
and rest, certainly renewed our health. When our fortnight was up we were ready to go on 
with our journey. 

January 14th. After about four hours' walking we came to the next village. We had already 
met many of the inhabitants and they had prepared accommodation for all of us. Here the 
houses were brighter and more cheerful and the people wore better clothes. I met a lama who 
had escaped from Upper Kongpo with a number of peasant refugees. His account of the 
Chinese persecution was the usual sad one. This party had travelled by a different route to the 
one we had taken. 

January 15-th. The next village lay further away. Mostly we were following the 
Brahmaputra, but all the villages were situated on the slopes of the mountains. A bridge that 
we saw over the river was different from any we had yet seen; it was made of very wobbly 
bamboo wattle; bamboo hoops placed at intervals round it served to help the passenger to 
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keep his balance. This village had some contact with the Indian side of the Himalayas, and 
consequently there were certain Indian goods to be seen, I was amused to meet men wearing 
pyjamas. Indian coinage was partly in circulation here and cuttings of Indian pictures from 
newspapers were often stuck on the walls. The speciality of this village was making a 
particular poison to put on their arrow heads which paralyzed the animals they hunted. The 
women sat on their balconies all busily engaged in spinning and weaving. The majority of the 
inhabitants only spoke the Mbn dialect; however, some of the older ones knew Tibetan and 
we were welcomed and put up for the night. We were told that a detachment of Indian guards 
had been stationed near the village who had invited all the villagers to join in their New Year 
festivities on January 1st, and the people had been very interested to see Indian aeroplanes in 
the vicinity. 

I met the priest who was living with his family in the local temple; he could speak Tibetan 
and was proud of the fact that he had visited many places in Tibet. He told me that he had 
been in retreat and that its chief benefit had been an increase of magical power. We had an 
argument and I pointed out to him that Buddhism teaches that one must go beyond selfish 
aims: a retreat should be to increase spiritual awareness; one must start with the five moral 
precepts. He courteously agreed, after which we both remained silent. Yag Tulku, who had 
been much scandalized by the corrupt habits of these people was delighted that I had had an 
opportunity to expound a truly Buddhist way of life. He said that, had he been talking to this 
priest, he would probably have lost his temper and said something rude. 

January 16th. We started on a long trek, passing several villages until we came to the last 
one on Tibetan territory where we camped by the river bank. We were delighted to have 
water to drink and I now made it a rule that in future no beer was to be taken; I was afraid 
that some of the younger people were growing too fond of it.  

January 17th. Our party of nineteen started out very early. It was impossible to keep close 
to the Brahmaputra as the bank was too rocky, so we had to walk along the mountainside 
above it. The top of the next pass was the boundary between Tibet and India. We were still 
uncertain how we would be received by the guards there. There was a big noticeboard facing 
us painted in the colours of the Indian flag, with large letters in Hindi saying 'Bharat' and 
English letters saying 'India'. Below, we saw - newly built stupa made of concrete and 
whitewashed; its presence was encouraging. The two men on guard showed their welcome as 
they shook hands with us though we could not speak each other's languages. We felt 
intensely happy at this moment and particularly so in seeing the stupa, symbol of Buddhism, 
on Indian soil. 

We walked down a further mile to the check post. The soldiers there confiscated Tsepa's 
gun and my field glasses and in sign language indicated that we should go further down the 
mountainside and not stay where we were. There were various soldiers travelling on the road 
and we heard an aeroplane overhead. Feeling tired after our long day, we camped beside a 
small stream. In the middle of the night a soldier came with an interpreter to see what we 
were up to. He merely woke us up, looked round, and went away.  

January18th. Early in the morning another soldier came to our camp and, seeing our warm 
fire, sat down beside it. He was smoking and offered us some of his cheroots; we accepted 
them because we did not like to refuse his kindness, but none of us smoked. We watched him 
with the greatest interest; he was so different from any Tibetan type, with his pointed nose, 
deep set eyes and moustache. Not long after a second soldier arrived; he looked more like a 
Tibetan and could speak our language; he said he was a Bhutanese. He had heard of Gyalwa 
Karmapa and told me that his party had arrived in India before the Dalai Lama left Lhasa and, 
to our great sorrow, he added that Chentze Rinpoche of Dzong-sar had died. 

A messenger came from the army camp, which was about a quarter of a mile away, to tell 
us to go on to the camp where we would be looked after. When we reached it we were shown 
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into the dak bungalow which was entirely built of bamboo and the walls were covered with 
basket work. Everything was beautifully arranged 
with bathroom etc. and a fully equipped kitchen. We were told that we must rest and were 
given rice and tinned food. We discovered that it was the adjutant of the Indian regiment 
stationed there who was personally looking after us; he spoke Tibetan fluently and asked for 
all our names. He understood that we had been abbots ofimportant monasteries and told me 
that he had been privileged to meet many lamas who had come by this pass and that he 
himself was a Buddhist. 

January 19th. In the morning the adjutant came with his senior officer. They made a list of 
everything that we had brought with us and asked particulars about the route that we had 
taken and at what date we had left our monasteries. 

January 20th. The adjutant brought us temporary permits to show the Indian authorities at 
the airport. He explained that they had little food to spare at the camp as they were rather 
short themselves; but he gave us what he could and told me that we should always stay in the 
local dak bungalows. Before leaving he asked for my blessing.  

January 21st. The road here was much better; and the bridges more strongly built with 
steel cables. On the way, we met an Indian official travelling on his district rounds, with no 
less than five porters to carry his baggage. He was very sympathetic about our having had to 
leave our own country and assured us that the Indian government would look after us, just as 
they were looking after the Dalai Lama and other Tibetan refugees. His interpreter, the 
headman of the local village, looked very proud of himself in his uniform. This was the 
country of a primitive tribe who worship nature spirits and the whole atmosphere here 
seemed quite different from anything we had known before, with no obvious influences either 
from Tibet or the Indian side. There was much greater poverty in the villages and the dak 
bungalow where we stopped for the night was very small. There were, however, a few people 
here who had worked in India among Tibetans, and I asked them to teach me a few useful 
Hindi words. 

January 22nd. We reached the town of Tuting round about midday and were shown a 
bamboo shelter where we could stay the night. Due to the rainy weather, here too there was a 
shortage of food and we were told that if we could manage on our own small supplies it 
would be a good thing. In the town there was a large camp of different races, all engaged on 
building houses for the army and the government officials in the area. There were quite a 
number of shops and small restaurants, and we were able to buy a few necessities, changing 
our Tibetan coins into Indian currency. 

January 23rd. No-one knew how we could get to India proper, for there was a waiting list 
for the few aeroplanes flying to and fro. However, we no longer felt anxious: we were free at 
last and were able to wander about the town at will. I was struck by the fact that people here 
were much gayer and more cheerful than in the Communist controlled Tibetan towns. As we 
were having our midday meal, a messenger came to tell us to go down to the airport, as there 
was every possibility that we would get a lift that same evening. A tractor arrived with a 
trailer behind it, into which we all bundled. The winding road led through a valley and we 
came to the gate of the airport. It was built in decorative Tibetan style, surmounted by the 
Asoka emblem. We disembarked and waited. No-one knew of any aeroplanes likely to arrive 
that day. The evening drew in and it was quite dark. A jeep came to take me to see the local 
district administrator; he gave me a bag of rice and a few vegetables and apologized that 
supplies were so scanty and the accommodation so limited. However, he was sure that the 
plane would come the next day. He asked me to leave my blessing in the place, that things 
should go well. I thanked him and presented him with a white scarf. We spent that night in 
the hut. 

January 24th. In the morning an official came and read out a list of our names. He told us 
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that we would be given priority on the next plane. It arrived that morning and, since it was a 
transport plane, its cargo of building material was first taken off and seats screwed in 
afterwards. There was only room for six of us: myself, my own attendant, Yag Tulku and his 
attendant, Tsethar and Yo-nten; the rest of the party followed in a second plane that same 
day. 

This, our first flight, was a strange new experience, skimming over cloud covered 
mountains, seeing far below us the small villages and footpaths leading up to them; only by 
the moving shadow of the plane on the ground could we gauge how fast we were travelling. 

We thought about the teaching of impermanence; this was a complete severance of all that 
had been Tibet and we were travelling by mechanized transport. As the moments passed, the 
mountain range was left behind, and the view changed to the misty space of the Indian plains 
stretching out in front of us. 

URGYEN-TENDZIN had waited until he had taken the last fugitives across the 
Brahmaputra back-water; then he escaped himself. It had been easier for him to travel as a 
single man and he had followed the Brahmaputra all the way and reached India about a 
month later. Some of Repon's party, including himself, succeeded in getting away from the 
Chinese camp and arrived in India some months later, where he is now. 

A few of the refugees from Dro-lma-Lhakhang, after crossing the back-water, managed to 
escape capture and they also made their way to India. 

Lama Riwa's party who had stayed at Rigong-kha and went on by the Yigong valley were 
all captured by the Chinese, but escaped, reaching safety after a very difficult journey. 

Nothing has been heard of Karma-tendzin, the Queen of Nangchen and her party, nor of 
Lama Urgyen's group of monks who went to the pilgrimage valley. 

 
 
 
 

EPILOGUE TO THE PENGUIN EDITION 
 
It is eleven years since we arrived in India and I've since traveled twice as far again to 

Colorado, U.S.A., where I am writing this from my home. Upon being asked to do an 
epilogue for this new edition of Born in Tibet, I began to think about the nature of these last 
years. Their most outstanding quality has been the strength of the teachings, which have been 
a constant source of inspiration during this time in India, Britain, and America. 

Adapting to these new ways of life after the colourful and simple quality of Tibet, where 
people were so in touch with their natural environment, has been truly a great adventure. It 
has been made possible by the continually active presence of Jamgön Kongtrül of Sechen and 
Khenpo Gangshar, my teachers. They taught about a basic sanity that has nothing to do with 
time and place. They taught about the neurotic aspects of the mind and the confusion in 
political, social and other structures of life, which are universal. I have seen many 
fellow Tibetans as well as westerners drawn into these problems. 

Jamgön Kongtrül had incredibly precise insight when he dealt with people's minds, not 
only in the technical aspect of teaching meditation and philosophy, but also in the whole feel 
of his communication in which he acted as a host or mirror. He had that kind of patience 
which permits other people to grow. His inspiring way of teaching allowed his disciples vast 
amounts of space and encouraged confidence in their own energy. His skillful means were 
the embodiment of all those qualities of being truly awake; a miracle. The great wisdom of 
the lineage was manifested in him. For me the inspiration that he gave is so complete and 
unique that I have no further desire to hunt for another guru. 
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He always used an event or situation as part of the understanding of the universality of a 
guru. When my relationship to him became too ego-gratifying, he would leave and have 
Khenpo Gangshar work with me. This would shock me through the hesitations and clinging 
to the guru as the only savlour. This situation forced me to reply on independent intelligence. 
For example, Kongtrül would not help me work out the very complicated administration of 
my monastery. 

I felt that in some ways this spiritual journey was made with Khenpo Gangshar (whose 
name means "whatever rises is self-liberated") while we worked together on the philosophical 
texts of the Abidharma, Madhyamika, Prajna Paramita, and many others. There had to be a 
transition from learning to practice. This was particularly reinforced by seeing the human 
aspect of the abstract political and religious tensions and by learning about compassion and 
communication. For instance, the teachings had to be presented in simple and direct language 
to lay people. I had to throw hesitation overboard and go directly with the dance of life. 
Khenpo Gangshar taught that the teachings of yogis like Telopa and Naropa still applied to 
twentieth-century man. Again a situation similar to that with Jamagon Kongtrül developed. 
This occurred when I had to decide whether or not to leave Tibet. So there was a continuing 
state of aloneness and the simplicity inherent in it. 

Living in India and then in the West has been a process of 
progressively leaving behind those physical things connected with home. In India I still had 
the security of some familiar things and the warmth of friends. While receiving an intro-
duction to new situations, my life continued the karmic pattern of teaching and learning. 

The inspiration of Kongtrül Rinpoche's teaching on communication and a succession of 
coincidences, including a Spaulding Scholarship, brought me to England and into contact 
with the people and the rich details of life at Oxford. It seemed to be a survey of new ground. 
It was also the first time I had been the object of that fascination which is non-communicative 
and non-relating, of being seen as an example of a species rather than as an individual: "Let's 
go see the lamas at Oxford." 

Born in Tibet was the first attempt to get through the cultural barriers publicly. The book 
was received somewhat as a description or travelogue, but the atmosphere of the teachings 
did not seem to be generally perceived. 

One particularly beautiful thing to hear in England was western Buddhists giving talks on 
the Dharma. It was so refreshing to see that the teachings could be presented in the local 
language. I was reminded of the last words of Khenpo Gangshar who said that because of the 
universality of the teachings his attempt to teach Chinese officials through an interpreter were 
not entirely fruitless. 

At the same time it was an uplifting experience to see such interest in the actual practice of 
meditation, even though the attitude was somewhat solemn and serious, blending perhaps 
with the natural climate of Britain. The invitation to teach at Johnstone House Contemplative 
Community in Scotland was very significant. The wildness of the endless rolling hills was 
somehow reminiscent of Khenpo Gangshar's freshness, although the involvement with 
trusteeships and organization had nothing whatever to do with the atmosphere of Jamgön 
Kongtrül and Khenpo Gangshar. I tended to feel apprehensive of the power structure, but the 
inspiration of communicating the practice of meditation continued with a feeling of their 
presence, as was also true of the talks I gave. We were offered the opportunity to take over 
Johnstone House and did so in April 1967 when we established the Samye-Ling 
Tibetan Meditation Centre for the purpose of providing a place to retreat, study Buddha 
Dharma, and practise meditation. 

As the scene developed, the emphasis was on meditation in action. Samye-Ling became 
the training ground for the living of daily life with the simplicity of meditation. But somehow 
the desire to expand, the romantic idea to make a successful and glorified empire seems to be 
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natural and inevitable in the human mind. Materialism came to play a permanent part in the 
maintenance of the house. With great disappointment I watched the business inspiration and 
the centre take a direction apart from my original aim. 

My return to India in 1969 took the pattern somewhat of a political and social obligation. 
But apart from that, I had a memorable retreat at Tagtsang in Bhutan, where it seemed 

that I was reunited with Guru Padmasambhava who had meditated there before bringing 
Buddhism to Tibet. There I experienced again the powerful and wild yogi quality of Khenpo 
Gangshar. 

Coming back to Britain, there was the question of whether to continue the experience of 
Tagtsang. The hesitation was powerfully expressed in a car crash in May 1969 in which I was 
paralyzed on the left side. This led to may taking off the robe. The purpose of this was to gain 
for me personally the strength to continue teaching by unmasking, and also to do away with 
the "exotic" externals which were too fascinating to students in the West. These had a 
devastating effect, as the law of karma clearly manifested. You cannot keep up hypocrisy 
until the very attainment of enlightenment; sooner or later the covering shatters and you have 
to face direct and honest communication. 

It was a question of relating in terms of the image as "monk" or of just ordinary man. The 
attempt to keep control of such powerful energy in this situation highlighted for me the 
necessity of a union of wisdom and skill, both for my own sake as teacher as well as for my 
pupils. Such exposure was overwhelming. It was a direct message, as Jamgön Kongtrül had 
taught, of seeing the guru in the current event of situations. The accident not only brought me 
more completely in touch with wisdom again but it also 
finally cut through the seduction of materialism. Keeping the image of monk in order to 
handle situations was an imbalance of skillful means. 

When a guru makes a great change in his life, it is often an opening for great chaos among 
the pupils who regard him as an object of security. Very few are able to go along with the 
change. In this case it was as if removing the mask or destroying the image provoked 
uncontrolled passions and possessiveness among disciples and friends. Great ignorance and 
paranoia pervaded, in that each person ignored his own reaction and projected it onto the 
situation. Nevertheless, the creative energy continued with strong conviction and the 
direction was still clear. 

During this time my marriage to my wife Diana took place in January 1970. This brought 
an even stronger reaction among the more possessive followers who regarded their guru as 
"lover." They began what may be called "hunting the guru." When this occurs the person is 
no longer open to teaching. The ego game is so strong that everything nourishes it and the 
person wants only to manipulate, so that in a sense he kills the guru with his own ignorance. 

This situation reminded me of the time when Jamgon Kongtrül 's disciples tried, with the 
best of intentions, to reinterpret with their scholarly research his, Jamgön Kongtrül's guru's, 
own words in order to show him their real meaning. They attempted to help him out with 
tremendous violence and feelings of superiority. This ignorance of one's real purpose can be 
called the basic twist of ego. Such a situation requires a gap or space in Communication 
whjch allows passion to lose its intensity; then creative communication can continue. 

At this time, in much the same pattern as in my Coming to Britain from India, there was a 
succession of coincidences including invitations from spiritual friends to come to North 
America to teach. I decided to come for a time. I do not believe that there is a divine 
Providence as such, but the situation of Karma and the wildness of Khenpo Gangshar and 
Jamgön Kongtrül directed me to cross the Atlantic with my wife in the spring of 1970. 

Because of visa difficulties, we had to stay in Canada for six weeks or so. As happens, this 
turned out to be a good opportunity to feel the ground and to soften our expectations of the 
United States. Requests for teaching presented themselves and I gave a number of seminars 
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while waiting to go to Tail of the Tiger, the meditation community in Barnet, Vermont, 
started by some of my students from Samye-Ling. The founding of this centre was not 
premeditated but rather, following the teachings of the lineage, came about quite 
spontaneously in March 1970. 

This centre, where there were both my old students and many new people, was the first 
auspicious circumstance of my stay in North America. The reception there was symbolic of 
my future relationships and experiences in teaching in the United States. One feels an 
extraordinary neutral energy rather than the reputedly destructive energy. As I found on 
subsequent lecture tours, this seems to be generally true all over the country in spite of the 
pressures everyone experiences. 

Responses to the seminars given in Vermont were very vital; serious interest was shown i- 
the teachings and many people decided to go into long retreats, which seems to be the general 
pattern since then (California, New York, Boston, as well as here in Boulder, Colorado, 
where a second centre is being started). 

My plans at the time of writing this epilogue are quite open. There will be seminars here 
and in Vermont, lecture tours, and whatever else comes up as the karmic pattern continues to 
reveal itself. 

 

 
Art: Gilbert Williams; OLD MAN 
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