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Foreword


This book is a moving testimony of both the suffering and the heroism of the Tibetan people. It mostly concerns Ama Adhe, who spent twentyseven years of her life in Chinese prisons. She and the members of her family were imprisoned because they participated in the Tibetan resistance movement that started in the early 1950s. It is people like them who have given the Tibetan struggle its impetus and endurance.


I am happy not only that people will be able to read Ama Adhe’s story, but also that she survived to tell it. Hers is the story of all Tibetans who have suffered under the Chinese Communist occupation. It is also a story of how Tibetan women have equally sacrificed and participated in the Tibetan struggle for justice and freedom. As she herself says, hers is the “voice that remembers the many who did not survive.”


I am convinced that people who read this book will come to understand the true extent of the suffering of the Tibetan people and the attempts that have been made to eliminate their culture and identity. I hope that as a result some may also be inspired to lend their support to the just cause of the Tibetan people.


[image: image]    


Tenzin Gyatso
His Holiness the Dalai Lama




Preface


There are few stories that can be told that match the one you are about to read. It is the heroic story of one woman who sustained her human dignity, integrity, and compassion in the face of immense degradation and suffering. Imprisoned for twenty-seven years for her resistance to the Chinese occupation of Tibet, this extraordinary woman, Adhe Tapontsang, bears witness to the ongoing tragedy of the Tibetan people through the lens of her own experience. Unfortunately, the conditions described within this book have not disappeared; the hardships that Adhe tells of continue to prevail for the millions of Tibetans still living in Tibet.


My involvement with this story began in the summer of 1988. My friend Joan sat on the steps of her garden in upstate New York, showing me photographs of herself with her Tibetan friends in Dharamsala, India—the Himalayan village that became the headquarters of the Tibetan Government-In-Exile shortly after His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s flight from Tibet in 1959. It was in Joan’s garden, among the roses and daylilies, that I first heard of the terrible struggle and betrayal of a brave people overwhelmed by the calculated Communist invasion of their previously independent land.


Joan, knowing that she would soon die of cancer, had decided to spend her last days in Dharamsala, among the people she had come to love. As we said good-bye to each other, standing by her garden wall that summer day, I realized I would never see her again. She passed away in India the following winter.


The next spring, I visited Dharamsala for the first time, partly to meet the friends of whom she’d spoken so highly and partly to offer whatever help I could to the Tibetans. During that visit, I had the opportunity to meet with Tenzin Geyche, the personal secretary of the Dalai Lama, and to explore how I might be of service. When I returned to Dharamsala in the spring of 1990, the human rights officer of the Tibetan Government-in-Exile, Ngawang Drakmargyapon, introduced me to one of the most remarkable human beings I have ever met: Adhe Tapontsang.


At our first encounter, both Adhe and I immediately felt a deep affection and an inexplicable bond, which has deepened over the years. Adhe now considers me her adopted daughter. Likewise, I address her with the respectful and affectionate term “Ama,” or mother, as she is known throughout the Tibetan community. She requested at that first meeting that I take the time to write down her story with special attention to the details that she wanted to relate; this included describing not only the wounds of her besieged land, but the precious memories of an ancient culture she had known before her arrest. Moved by her chilling story and her inspiring strength and integrity, I agreed to set down her tale, beginning with her idyllic childhood, through her long imprisonment, torture, and eventual release.


During our early interviews, Ama Adhe and I sat on two beds in a stark room in the refugee reception center in Dharamsala, accompanied by the human rights officer, Ngawang, who served as our translator. I listened with amazement as her story unfolded. When speaking of her youth, she closed her eyes, and her face was transformed into that of a laughing, lighthearted child. In contrast, reminiscences of her own incredible suffering were told with hardly any emotion. I struggled to maintain a similar degree of equanimity when, for example, she showed me a finger disfigured by the insertion of bamboo shoots beneath the nail. Throughout all of our interviews, the only times Ama Adhe cried were when she recalled the misery of others—the many family members, friends, and strangers whose tortures and terrible deaths she had witnessed.


The matter-of-fact tone with which Ama Adhe recounts her horrifying experiences is at times almost unsettling. However, the reader should understand that this tone is a reflection of the Tibetan language and culture itself. It has often been noticed by foreigners that Tibetans are disinclined to speak of their own lives in dramatic or tragic terms. This may be because dwelling on one’s personal misfortunes implies self-centeredness—an undesirable trait from the Buddhist perspective that pervades Tibetan society. The selflessness implied by Ama Adhe’s strikingly straightforward tone may be what enabled her to survive the horrible events she relates in this book.


Like many Tibetans, Ama Adhe had no formal education. Her story, therefore, reads like a richly woven oral narrative rather than a carefully wrought literary work. Wherever possible, I have left her stark narrative style and use of terminology intact. The Tibetan and Chinese terms, proper names, and locations that appear throughout the text are rendered phonetically as Ama Adhe pronounced them in her regional Kham dialect. Although this approach may not fully satisfy scholars of Tibet, I hope that it allows Ama Adhe’s story to be encountered just as she told it to me in Dharamsala. Tibetan and Chinese terms are italicized at their first usage, and readers may refer to the glossary for further details and technical definitions. A summary of the main historical events in eastern Tibet during Ama Adhe’s lifetime may help you to better appreciate the historical context of her story. Interested readers should refer to the appendix and bibliography at the back of the book.


Many people have been of tremendous assistance in the completion of this book. First, I must thank the many who shared their own experiences or family history with me: Ama Adhe’s husband, Rinchen Samdup, provided indispensable information. Lodi Gyari, Executive Director of the International Campaign for Tibet in Washington, D.C., and his father, the Nyarong chieftain Gyari Nyima, provided much useful background regarding the Gyaritsang and Shivatsang families and life in Nyarong under Chinese rule. Mr. Kunga Gyaltsen, a member of the Shivatsang family, and his son, Chemey Tashi, provided information on Karze. For information on the 1959 uprising, I must thank Jughuma Tapontsang for his recollections, and Lobsang Tenpa for his written statement. Mr. Tenzing Atisha of the Department of Information and International Relations accompanied Adhe to the 1989 international hearing in Denmark and supplied useful information regarding her visit to that country.


Turning to written sources, I am indebted to His Holiness the Dalai Lama for information regarding his life as recounted in his autobiography, My Land and My People. For additional details describing the situation in eastern Tibet prior to the Communist occupation, I have referred to Travels of a British Consular Officer in Eastern Tibet by Eric Teichmann, and Tibet and Its History by Hugh Richardson. Jamyang Norbu’s book, Warriors of Tibet, helped me verify certain events in Nyarong and Communist policies in eastern Kham. Prayers mentioned in Chapter 10 are quoted from Yeshe Tsondru’s The Essence of Nectar, a poetic supplement to the Great Exposition of the Graded Path by the great thirteenth-century Buddhist scholar Tsongkhapa (with permission from the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives). Chapter 15’s description of the Bonn Hearing draws upon transcripts of the hearing itself.


I must also thank the many who, in as many ways, helped with my research and the preparation of this manuscript. I would like to thank Sonam Topgyal of the Political Affairs Committee of the Kashag in Dharamsala, who, aside from Adhe herself, was my greatest source of inspiration and encouragement. Thanks to Tenzin Tethong for his encouragement and belief in the importance of this project. I would especially like to thank Ngawang Drakmargyapon, now of the Tibet Bureau in Geneva, who initiated this project and aided Adhe and me with translation. Thanks to all those whose names I do not know who aided Ama Adhe and me in our correspondence. Tashi Tsering, Tibetologist of the Tibetan Library and Archives in Dharamsala, provided many helpful suggestions regarding Tibetan culture and checked the text for accuracy. Mr. Adrian Moon, an independent researcher of Tibetan history, suggested invaluable source material. Pema Namgyal’s son kindly translated many rare and useful documents. Tsetan Wangchuk, a Tibetan historian with Voice of America, was tremendously helpful in translating Chinese texts and clarifying certain dates and statements. He and Jigme Ngapo of the International Campaign for Tibet helped me check the transliteration of Chinese words. Any remaining errors are my own oversight. Professor Eliot Sperling of Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana, aided us in suggesting sources. Tsetan Samdup of the London Office of Tibet kindly aided me in finding sources. Warren Smith, a historian of Tibet, was also an indispensable resource. Thanks to Meg Lundstrum and Garry Dorfman for proofreading early versions of the manuscript, and to Robyn Bem, Sara Shneiderman, and the staff at Wisdom Publications, whose efforts brought this book into its final form. Finally, I would like to thank Alan Blakeslee, for all of his help and patience.


Ama Adhe and I hope that this book will serve as a voice for the Tibetan people in the remembrance of the many who have not survived and who continue to be threatened by the ongoing Chinese occupation of Tibet.


Although the circumstances of her life are tragic, the wisdom, strength, and courage that Ama Adhe sustained through those many torturous years place her among those rare human beings who would not turn their backs on those in need or repeat a doctrine they did not believe in. To Tibetans, Adhe is a symbol of courage and determination; to me, she speaks for a people who against great odds valiantly maintain their culture, their religion, and their inner freedom.


Joy Blakeslee
Oneonta, NY
June 1997
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PART ONE


BEFORE THE YEARS OF SORROW
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Prologue


I have traveled a long distance from the land of my youth, from the dreams and innocence of childhood, and have come to see a world that many of my fellow Tibetans could never have dreamed of.


There was no choice but for me to make this journey. Somehow, I have survived, a witness to the voices of my dying compatriots, my family and friends. Those I once knew are gone, and I have given them my solemn promise that somehow their lives will not be wiped out, forgotten, and confused within a web of history that has been rewritten by those who find it useful to destroy the memory of many I have known and loved. Fulfilling this promise is the only purpose remaining in my life.


As a witness, I have prepared long and carefully. I do not understand the reason that this has come to be my part to play; but I understand very well the purpose of what must be said. Although the world is a bigger place than I had dreamed, it is not so large that all its inhabitants are not somehow connected. Sooner or later, actions make their way in a chain of effects from one person to another, from one country to another, until a circle is completed. I speak not only of the past that lives in me, but of the waves that spring from the rock thrown into the water, moving farther and farther until they reach the shore.


I am free now. There are no guards outside my door. There is enough to eat. Yet an exile can never forget the severed roots of beginnings, the precious fragments of the past carried always within the heart. My greatest desire is to return to the land of my birth. That will not be possible until Tibet is once again the land of her own people. At this time, I am considered an outlaw by the Chinese administration because I have chosen not to lower my head and try to forget the years of slavery that so many of my people have endured.


But I can remember back beyond the years of sorrow…looking outside the window of my present home in Dharamsala, I can see a mountain illumined by the evening moon. Though it is beautiful, it reminds me of another, greater mountain below which my early life unfolded.


I grew up in freedom and happiness. Now those memories seem to belong to another time, to a place far away. As I pass through the hours of each day, my heart remains with the memories of my family and friends whose bones have become part of a land now tread by strangers.


In 1987 the time came for me to leave my native land. In order to do this, it was necessary to convince the authorities that I would soon return and would speak to no one of my life’s experiences: of the destruction of so many lives through torture, starvation, and the degradation of slave-labor; of so many monasteries, the ancient treasures of which were desecrated and stolen for the value of the gold they contained; of the countless thousands of monks, nuns, and lamas who died in the labor camps; of my own family, most of whom perished as a direct result of the occupation of our land.


As I prepared for my journey they told me, “It is not good to die in a foreign land. One’s bones should rest in the land of one’s birth.” My heart agrees, and it saddens me to live with my people in a community of refugees. Yet, the heart of a culture lives in its people. Its preservation resides in their willingness and freedom to carry on its traditions. It is only in exile that I am free to speak of my life’s joys and sorrows. Until my land is free, it is in exile that I must remain.


Within my heart lies the memory of a land known as Kham, one of Tibet’s eastern regions. In voicing my experiences, I hope that the culture of my homeland as well as the horrendous suffering and destruction imposed on its people will not continue to be easily dismissed as a casualty of what has often been termed progress.




1


Childhood in the Land of Flowers


Even now as I close my eyes, I can recall my first memory—laughing, spinning, and falling in fields of flowers beneath an endless open sky. Playing among the flowers was our favorite summer pastime. My childhood friends and I would take off our boots and chase each other. Then we looked to see if a specific type of flower had gotten caught between our toes. To us this meant that we must run again through the part of the meadow where that flower grew. We loved to roll about on the hills, breathing deeply the fragrance of fresh earth and blossoms. We looked closely at the many different forms and colors of the flowers: so delicate, yet they had claimed this region as their own. In summer, such a vast variety of every color and shade inhabited the meadows that it was difficult for us to identify them all. In fact, our land was known as Metog Yul, or Land of Flowers.


The Tibetans in our region of Kham were nomads and seminomadic farmers. In summer, most farming families like mine took their herds to graze in the mountains. When this season arrived, the people of my village and various family members from outlying areas packed all our necessary belongings on yaks and mules, and journeyed to the nomadic mountain regions to graze our animals. There, we would stay from late June to October, camping in the grasslands and high alpine meadows of the Kawalori Massif.


Sometimes we children asked our parents to provide us with utensils, tea, and food, which we took to wherever we were playing and used to prepare our own refreshments. First we collected dry wood and built a fire, and then we made the tea. As it began boiling, we felt as if we had really accomplished something. I always remember the food we children shared together in the meadows as being more delicious than what we ate at home with our parents and elders.


My friends and I discussed things we had overheard from our parents’ conversations. We recalled pilgrimages our families had taken with us, describing to each other the various sights we’d seen on the way. Another favorite topic was the apparel and jewelry of our older sisters. All of us eagerly awaited the day when we could wear our own jewelry of silver, gold, and semiprecious stones. At mealtime our parents called us, but we pretended not to hear and continued playing, teasing each other, and sharing our dreams.


My father often sat with his friends discussing their various interests and enjoying chang, a popular barley ale. In the late afternoons, having grown tired of play, I loved to sit at his feet. He often gazed in the direction of the Kawalori peaks. Just the sight of those mountains often inspired him to raise his cup in a toast and sing:




Upon the snowy peaks the lion cub is born.


O mountain treat gently that which is your own.


May the white mountain be mantled always with eternal snow,


And may the mane of the snow lion grow long.





I would listen to my father and ask him to sing those words again and again. He explained to me that Kawalori, or “Eternal Snow,” is the name of a great Himalayan deity who resides within the mountains, and that the land on which we stood was his domain. Memories of my father have become intertwined with the recollection of that mountain’s snowy peaks. He taught me to love them as he did, illumined as they were with ever-changing sunlight, or silhouetted by the moon, surrounded by clean, ice-laden winter winds and the swirling mists of autumn and spring.


We had many friends among the region’s nomads, who were known to us as drogpa. They were a simple and very hardy people, suspicious of strangers, but true friends once their confidence was won. The nomads were very independent, preferring the open grasslands to the protection and confinement of towns. They were comfortable in even the harshest weather, residing their entire lives in large tents woven of yak hair. At seasonal intervals the nomads packed up their sturdy tents and moved their herds to new pastures. They relied almost solely on their herds for sustenance, for they did not farm and never saw the value of eating vegetables. They felt the growing of “such grass” for human consumption to be a foolish waste of time, and they found it humorous that people would give up the freedom of the open spaces to grow something that should rightly be eaten by yaks.


The only time the nomads came down from the mountains was when they wanted to trade, to pay yearly taxes in animal products, or for the purpose of pilgrimage. The tribes had their own hereditary chieftains and lived according to their own tribal laws. Though they spoke a dialect somewhat different than our own, we could understand each other.


During our summer stay in the nomads’ region, we camped in comfortable yak-hair tents like theirs. It was a very peaceful time. Aside from tending the herds, there were not many responsibilities, and we spent the season enjoying the company of family and friends. During the summer the whole mountain was full of animals—cattle, horses, sheep, and goats of the camping families. We also had 25 horses and a herd of about 150 cattle, an average size in Kham. We kept mostly dri, or female yaks, from which we obtained milk and the fine butter used both for cooking and as fuel for our lamps. Dri butter was so important to our culture that it was considered a proper offering in the temples and was used as an exchange in trade or even as payment in taxes.


Toward the end of October it was time to pack our tents and make our way down into the valley. My friends and I would sit one last time among the dry and fading wildflowers, looking around at the great open expanse. Some of us would not meet until the next summer, and so the parting was difficult, but we assured each other that when the snows melted, undoubtedly we would be together again.
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During winter all the family members congregated in the kitchen, enjoying the light and warmth of the hearth’s fire and the security of each other’s company while gales swept and whistled around the house. In moments of silence after evening had fallen, the howling of wolves could be heard. In those months, we ate all our meals together. Before eating we prayed to Dolma, the protectoress and female Buddha also known as Tara.


During meals, we sat on low, carpet-covered beds, with a low table between us. Our parents were at the head of the table, and we children sat in order of our respective ages. Our servants ate with us, as did any travelers who happened to be passing by. Travelers were always welcomed in our village. In a land without newspapers, those passing through from other places were a valued source of information and entertainment. The head of the household went outside to meet the travelers, supply hay for their horses, and invite them into the house, where they were immediately offered chang or tea and asked about the nature and length of their journey. After the evening meal our family, servants, and guests sat and talked or listened to stories while drinking endless cups of butter tea, a requisite beverage in Tibet.


During these times, our elders also spoke of their youth, transmitting to us their remembrances of the situation in Tibet in those days. In that way, though we did not attend schools, we learned something about the history of our land and our religious heritage. Sometimes my parents and my older brothers discussed the hardships that they had endured during the Manchu and Guomindang incursions into Tibet. Sometimes there were recollections of old feuds that had led to sorrow in the days the family lived in the province of Nyarong.


We also heard stories about the Holy City of Lhasa in the province of U-Tsang, or central Tibet, where the Dalai Lama reigned. He resided in the Potala, “the high heavenly realm,” a palace of one thousand rooms and ten thousand altars situated on a hill rising above the city. They told us how the city, the most important center of pilgrimage in Tibet, held three of our greatest monasteries and the Jokhang shrine, where the sacred image of the ancient Buddha Shakyamuni was the site of many miracles. To visit Lhasa at least once was everyone’s heartfelt dream, and to hear it described in the evening firelight made us wonder when we would be able to make our life’s greatest pilgrimage.


My brothers loved to discuss their favorite subjects: trade, politics, and horses. Every Khampa, as we call the inhabitants of Kham, our region of eastern Tibet, learned to ride, and ride well, from a very young age. My father and brothers considered themselves experts in recognizing the necessary qualities of a fine animal. They sometimes mentioned a beautiful horse they had seen and how they wanted to buy it at any cost. Some women indignantly felt that men found their horses to be as dear as their wives.


The men sometimes recounted their rare travels to the trading centers of Amdo, the region of Tibet bordering Kham to the north, and their more frequent journeys to the important town of Dartsedo, close to the traditional Chinese frontier to the east. When they visited Dartsedo, my brothers saw lamas and traders from as far away as Lhasa walking through the streets. Great caravans of yaks carrying raw wool, precious musk, minerals, and medicinal items from Tibet ended their journeys in its caravanserais. In Dartsedo, the people of our region purchased tea, silk and brocades, needles, matches, and many other small articles. Sometimes even flashlights, pens, and other items were available from the United States, a modern country we knew little about, but about which we had great curiosity.


The activities of the Chinese in Dartsedo were a constant source of interest to my elders. Living as we did in the Tibetan borderlands close to China, the Khampa leaders were always watchful of our Chinese neighbors’ actions. Our province of Kham bordered China’s western province of Sichuan, and for two centuries there had been disputes regarding this easternmost territory of Tibet.


Dartsedo had once been the capital of the native Tibetan state of Chagla. In the late nineteenth century, the frontier state of Chagla had firmly allied itself to China. Chagla was converted to the seat of a Chinese magistrate, and in 1905 the king of Chagla became one of Tibet’s first rulers to be deposed. A few years later the Chinese authorities burned his palace and decapitated his brother. The king’s own relationship with the new rulers was never secure. Finally he died in sorrow.


After the disruption caused by the elimination of the former king, things had settled; the town returned to its foremost occupation, which was business. After the fall of the Manchu Dynasty, the region fell to the embattlements of ruthless warlords and eventually came under the increasing control of the warlord Liu Wenhui. The warlords, not receiving any salary from the provincial government, monopolized trade in items such as tea, gold, and opium in order to support their soldiers.


Sometimes our elders used the Chinese to frighten us when we children misbehaved. They said, “If you don’t behave yourselves, soon the soldiers of Liu Wenhui will come and take you.” Every child I knew was terrified of this image, and so when the evening conversation of the adults came round to the Chinese, I felt both a fascination and a desire for it to quickly shift to something more familiar.


One early spring day when I was around twelve years old, my abstract imaginings suddenly became a reality. My mother and I were sitting in front of our house cleaning vegetables. Standing up to stretch, I looked around and was surprised to see soldiers approaching in the distance. As my mother stood and watched them advance, she whispered, “They are Gya mi (Chinese people).” They were soldiers of the Sichuan Army, all dressed in khaki uniforms; and they came marching in a long line up the road that led past our house. As soon as I saw the odd sight, I hid behind my mother and felt safe only when peeping from behind her dress. It was the first time I had seen a group of people walking all the same way in a stiff military fashion. We never imagined that one day we would see so many Chinese soldiers walking through our town; but they came again six years later, as members of a different army and a new order.




2


From Nyarong


My family name is Tapontsang, meaning “Commander of Horses.” For generations our family had been known as breeders of the fine animals that were a precious necessity to the inhabitants of our untamed land. My grandfather, who served in the Tibetan military, was assigned to breed and supply the horses used by the army of the governor of Nyarong district. Nyarong had experienced periods of freedom and alliance with Tibet in the centuries preceding my birth, and had also occasionally come under Chinese jurisdiction.


We lived in the northern area of Nyagto, which was ruled by the family of Gyaritsang, one of the oldest clans in the district. At that time, my father, Dorje Rapten, was the most trusted lieutenant of Gyari Dorje Namgyal, the leader of the Gyaritsang clan. First serving as a soldier and then a minister, my father’s duties later included working for the clan in the capacity of trimpon, or “counsel of the law.” If some manner of quarrel broke out between people, the trimpon would be called in to carefully investigate both sides of the dispute and report the situation to the chieftain.


The residents of Nyarong are said to be the descendants of those who manned the garrisons of the great Tibetan king Trisong Detsen. In the eighth century, at the height of Tibet’s military power, the king sent his armies throughout Tibet and Central Asia, conquering vast regions. Upon establishing his empire, he sought a means to establish Buddhism in our country, and so the king himself planted the seeds of Tibet’s military decline.


Though the people of Nyarong grew to be religious in many ways, the spirit and honor of the warrior remained. Perhaps the greatest weakness of our people was a deeply ingrained sense of pride—yet in some ways, that pride helped us survive. It united us in times of difficulty in the uncertain territories of Tibet’s borderlands. However, it also added to our vulnerability, for when notions of honor were brought into question, long-standing feuds often erupted, dividing families and tribes. The lamas of Nyarong’s monasteries always tried to remind the people of the Buddha’s teachings, or the Dharma, the law that governs our existence. The lamas often aided in settling disputes, for even the most resistant parties felt that there was no choice but to respect their counsel—at least for a while.


In the early 1920s the Gyaritsang family found itself with no sons. In such cases an arrangement was often made by which a young man married a woman of the family and took on her family’s name, living with them in order to carry on the hereditary line. The situation was solved by approaching the Shivatsang family of Karze, a region north of Nyarong. Jamyang Samphel Shivatsang was known as one of the most powerful and respected chieftains of eastern Kham; every chieftain from Nyarong hoped to create a link with his family. His son, Wangchuk Dorje, agreed to marry two of the Gyaritsang daughters and to take up residence in Nyagto. When the two families joined, many of their members shifted between Karze and Nyarong.


Unfortunately, a rivalry developed between certain members of the Gyaritsang clan, which was not unusual under such circumstances in those days. Some felt that the arrival of an outsider from such an influential family and his followers from Karze would undermine the interests of the Gyaritsang clan and bring instability to their position in Nyarong. They grew to resent his presence, and this led to a division in the clan. My father found himself torn and dismayed by the developing circumstances. Gyari Dorje Namgyal felt bound by honor to defend his son-in-law during the dispute, which resulted in a feud between the Gyaritsang and Shivatsang families. He gave my father, as his most faithful and trusted servant, the responsibility of assisting Wangchuk Dorje to the end. And so my father felt it his duty to fight alongside the Shivatsang family and their Gyaritsang supporters.


At one point, my brother Jughuma, not yet eighteen years old, joined the supporters of the Karze group. During the dispute, he killed a man who was known as one of the region’s most exceptional marksmen. Although the incident gained Jughuma a certain amount of fame, according to the customs of our land, our family then had to compensate the family of the deceased in either money or goods. The price was a terrible financial setback. And some time later, the rest of our family fortune was lost during an accidental fire that destroyed our house.


The affair greatly saddened my father and completely changed his perspective regarding the use of violent means to achieve a goal. Jughuma, too, resolved to live a more peaceful life. By the time the dispute was settled, fifty-four people had lost their lives and many friends were separated for years due to various allegiances.


I was born in 1932, five years after the dispute ended. My mother, Sonam Dolma, who was forty-nine years old at that time, often recalled how embarrassed she felt when she was pregnant, for the matter attracted much interest in the community due to her advanced age. By then our family had again begun to prosper after facing many difficulties, and we were happy and stable. For this reason, my father decided to name me Adhe: the letter “a” is highly auspicious to Tibetans as it is considered the sound from which all others arise. Many Tibetan prayers and mantras, such as OM MANI PADME HUM, begin with that letter. (In Tibetan, the syllable om is made by adding the vowel naro, or “o,” to the root letter “a.”) In Nyarong, it is a common practice to give someone a pet name of two syllables, the first beginning with the letter “a.” However, my father decided that Adhe would be my only name.
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When I was still a young child, our family moved to the vicinity of Karze. We settled in a village known as Lhobasha, which was about a four-hour horseride to the east of the town center. Karze was considered to be a major political and cultural center. Although no Tibetan towns were very large, Karze was thought to be more prestigious and peaceful than many other areas of Kham, perhaps because it was the home of thirty-one monasteries and nunneries. Also, Karze—meaning “white beauty”—is in sight of the sacred Kawalori Massif.


My family lived in a square, two-story house with thick walls constructed of stone and mud mortar. The houses in our village were only a short distance apart. When I wanted to meet my friends, I just shouted their names from the terrace in front of our house. We entered freely into each other’s homes.


Not far toward the northwest of our village was Kharnang monastery, where 450 monks and lamas, or religious teachers, resided. The villagers looked to them in matters of spiritual guidance. On days of religious significance, they provided prayers and offerings on behalf of the families. Each family had a lama who regularly attended to the needs of the small chapel that most of the homes contained.


In the village itself was a small marketplace where we bartered or sold such commodities as salt, butter, and dried cheese. Some jewelry and copper cooking utensils were also available. However, the largest market of our region was in Karze, where we could obtain all sorts of items: fabrics ranging from cotton and wool to beautiful brocades and silks, fine saddles and gear for horses, imported foods such as dried apricots, farming implements, housewares, guns, and ammunition.


A wide river known as the Dza Chu passed through our village of Lhobasha and then flowed south to Nyarong, continuing on to unknown places. Our house was located very near the water’s edge, and I often sat on its bank watching the reflection of the rising or setting sun on the water. Rising above the village in the distance was Kawalori. The mountain’s three great peaks shone vibrant and alive with morning and evening light, changing in a few moments from vibrant pink to varying shades of transparent, delicate color. The mountain had four small lakes, one on each side, and was surrounded by thick forests abundant with snow leopards, bear, small animals, and birds.


The forests of Kham were considered to be our greatest resource. No one was allowed to use the land indiscriminately. Only the timber needed to build houses was cut. Other than that, the forests were never touched. We considered the trees the “jewelry of the mountains,” and the varied and beautiful wildlife as belonging to these trees. Though most people refrained from hunting as much as possible, inevitably there were some exceptions, particularly nomads who would pursue certain animals that brought a high value in the marketplace such as the wild stag and the musk deer.


Though everyone over a certain age is acquainted with the unpredictable changes that life brings—age, fortune or misfortune, illness, and death—in Tibet there were two things that seemed constant: the Dharma, and the innate intelligence of nature to renew itself. We Tibetans revered the deities of the sky and perceived the earth as a manifestation of living essence. The deities of the mountains seemed as immovable as the mountains themselves. We never imagined anything would drastically alter our relationship to our natural surroundings any more than we could foresee that the ancient stones of Tibet’s monasteries were not strong enough to weather many more centuries and would indeed crumble within our own generation.
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Family and Traditions


The chapel in our home was a special place. Only when our family lama came to do a special prayer ceremony did we gather in this room. Generally, we went inside only to quietly pray and then would leave. The room was very clean, with polished wooden floors. In the center was a stepped altar on which were placed statues of the Buddha and his manifestations in the forms of Tibetan deities: Chenrezig, the embodiment of compassion and the protective deity of Tibet also known as Avalokiteshvara; Jampelyang, the embodiment of wisdom, also known as Manjushri; Padmasambhava, “tamer of the wheel of the law”; and the green Dolma, the compassionate divine mother, also known as Tara. Below the statues we put flowers and seven prayer bowls filled with pure water. All families, rich and poor alike, were able to make this offering; thus it served as a reminder that true spiritual devotion had nothing to do with wealth.


As I grew older I loved to sit in the quiet, pristine atmosphere of the room amidst the small, flickering butterlamps and the smell of incense. Those were my quietest moments, and though I was rarely silent, the moment I stepped into the room silence seemed perfectly natural.


When I was eleven years old, my father told me that it was very important to learn the teachings of the Lord Buddha, which had been introduced in our land sometime in the seventh century. He told me that the central component of the Tibetan society is religion and then proceeded to explain the law of cause and effect. He said that I should always be good to others so that a positive reaction would be the result of my involvements. If I decided to treat others badly, sooner or later, a negative reaction would find its way into my life. He stressed the importance of always being truthful and having compassion for all living things. He discussed how one should not involve oneself in lying, dishonesty, or murder because they always bring unhappiness; whereas leading a life in which there is compassion and the practice of virtue brings clarity and peace.


My father told me the story of the historical Buddha, Prince Siddhartha, who had been raised in an atmosphere of luxury. Though he was carefully protected until after he had married and fathered a son, his compassion was such that when faced with the harsh reality of death and decay, which is humanity’s only sure inheritance, he left all behind him and tirelessly devoted himself to finding the path of Dharma for all humankind. The Buddha stressed the importance of the “Eightfold Path,” the fruit of his long years of introspection.


Upon entering our chapel, my father would do prostrations, or chagtsel, an act of devotion by which one repeatedly stretches full-length on the ground while praying. The sight of his devotion created an impression that has always remained with me. In my childhood it created my first glimmerings of interest in the spiritual nature of life.


My father taught me the prayer of the female deity Dolma. It was quite long, so I learned two or three lines a day. Dolma is depicted as green in color to remind us that her compassion is as far-reaching as the wind, which is also represented by the color green in Buddhist doctrine. My father said that praying to Dolma would help me to be successful in surmounting whatever problems and obstacles I might come across. Dolma is a bodhisattva (an enlightened being who returns to the worldly realm to aid others), who has vowed to remain in the form of a compassionate mother until all beings are free of the bonds of samsara (the beginningless cycle of suffering). I also learned the prayers to the Three Jewels, the prayers of Padmasambhava, and the OM MANI PADME HUM mantra of Chenrezig, the patron deity of Tibet.


My father told me of the great leader of Tibet, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who is the human manifestation of Chenrezig—the perfect embodiment of unconditional compassion. During his first human incarnation in 1391, he vowed to protect and uplift the souls of all living beings, and he continues to reincarnate as the Dalai Lama to guide the Tibetan people. To see the Dalai Lama, and to be worthy of his guidance, is the heart of every Tibetan’s aspiration. He is a symbol of perfect spiritual freedom, the perfect receptacle of the strength found in the teachings of Buddhism. To Tibetans, he is sanctity manifested on earth.


The Thirteenth Dalai Lama was Thupten Gyatso, who passed away in 1933, one year after I was born. As a political leader, he saw the need to reform many of Tibet’s laws to initiate a balance of fairness between the nobility and the common people. He examined and amended the privileges of the monasteries and the nobility. He attempted to bring a renewed spirituality to the monasteries and stressed the value and uniqueness of each sect. After his death, the whole nation felt a terrible loss and entered a two-year period of mourning. Of course, I do not personally remember the sadness of those years, but from an early age we children heard our families speaking of our Dalai Lamas.


During the time of mourning, the administration of Lhasa was in the hands of the Regent, an incarnate lama known as Reting Rinpoche. Then, in 1936, search parties found the new incarnation who was destined to be the next spiritual and temporal ruler of Tibet. They were guided by images reflected in the visionary lake of Lhamo Lhatso and other signs that had occurred since the Thirteenth Dalai Lama’s death.


In 1939 the child identified as the new incarnation was transported by caravan from his natal region of Amdo to Lhasa to take his place the following year on the Lion Throne as the Fourteenth Dalai Lama. All of Tibet celebrated the return of our leader and compassionate protector. I often thought of this child, who was younger than myself, living in the Holy City as my special friend and protector; and I prayed for his well-being. I hoped that one day I would have the good fortune of meeting him.
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My family often took me on pilgrimages. We visited Kharnang monastery countless times to receive blessings from the residing rinpoche (high lama). Any family member who was not feeling well would be taken to the monastery. We knew many of its monks and lamas personally. It would be a happy occasion to rise early and climb together up the mountain road. When we reached the monastery gate, we did three prostrations and then went inside. My father held my hand as we looked at the large statues of the Buddha and the deities. Very old thankas (religious paintings) hung on the walls. Everything was softly illumined by the glow of many butter lamps, the heavy smoky smell mingling with the delicate fragrance of incense. Sometimes we heard the monks chanting their prayers amid the reverberations of great horns and hand drums, the intermittent clashing of cymbals, and the low resonance of the ceremonial conch. As my father had taught me, I prayed for the happiness and uplifting of all beings. Afterward, we went outside to the large brass prayer wheels, which, he told me, contained thousands of prayers inscribed on paper that we spun to the heavens as we turned the wheels with our hands.


One of the lamas of Kharnang who my family knew well was Kharnang Kusho. I remember him as always being a part of our lives, and he always gave me special attention. When I was quite small, he was in his twenties. I thought of him as very beautiful and very holy. If I had a headache or the slightest physical discomfort, I asked my parents to give me some water we kept in our home that Kharnang Kusho had blessed. He often came to our house to do pujas, or offering ceremonies; and before his arrival, incense, water, and flowers were always made ready. He prayed in the chapel and then gave teachings to the whole gathered family. I remember taking part in an initiation during which he touched our heads with a very holy statue of Chenrezig. When he came to touch me, he pushed the statue a little hard into my head to tease me. Looking up into his eyes without moving my head, I did my best not to flinch or show any reaction.


Another important lama to my family was the incarnate lama Chomphel Gyamtso, whom my father and brother Jughuma had accepted as their root guru, or primary spiritual teacher. He was greatly revered throughout Nyarong. He was the son of Lama Sonam Gyal, a religious instructor to His Holiness the Thirteenth Dalai Lama. A lama of the Nyingma sect, Chomphel Gyamtso would be consulted for anything that seemed to require extra consideration. When someone in the family passed away, he performed necessary prayers for his or her departed spirit. And people turned to him in times of need for divination. I often heard my father and Jughuma refer to him, but I saw him only twice in my youth. One time when I was very small, my family decided to make a pilgrimage to Kalsang monastery, where Chomphel Gyamtso resided, so that I might have my first audience with him.


The journey on a rocky narrow path along the Dza Chu river took about three days. Close to the monastery is a sacred mountain known as Holo Drago, which people circumambulated three times. This devotion is known as kora; one always walks so the holy mountain or shrine is to one’s right. When done with a prayerful attitude, it purifies and cleanses the devotee of defilements.


Due to my young age, I found the walk quite tiring and finally refused to go any further. My father patiently sat with me for some time and then said, “Adhe, I am going to place a mark here on the stone. It is your mark. Though it is a difficult thing to do, every time that you walk around this mountain you will earn a mark that is all your own.” In that way he convinced me to continue the circumambulation. Because I was very small, I do not remember any of the words spoken between my family and our lama during that visit; I can only recall his smiling at me.


The next time I saw Chomphel Gyamtso was in my adolescence during one of his visits to Karze when he gave a public audience. There were so many people that there was no opportunity to speak with him personally. Years later, under very different circumstances, we would meet again.


[image: image]


As was sometimes a custom in Tibet, my father had two wives, Bochungma and Sonam Dolma. My mother, Sonam Dolma, was his second wife. Even though they were not related, the two women were extremely compatible, and neighbors and relatives considered them to be closer than some sisters. They tended to each other’s children without any feelings of separation. I often slept with Bochungma, and for several years I actually believed that she was my real mother.


I was the youngest in the family, and though I was a bit mischievous and demanding, I was adored by everyone, especially my father and my eldest brother, Jughuma. I was also very close to my other brothers and sisters, especially Dolma Lhakyi and Bhumo. Dolma Lhakyi was my oldest sister. When she was young, she was given the affectionate name of Sera Ma, or “yellow head,” because her hair was light in color. I often went to visit her in her home, which was one day’s horseride from my home in Lhobasha. Sera Ma had many children and was always rushing around to tend to their needs. I greatly enjoyed teasing her about this: when she was pouring tea and hurrying to serve everyone, I pretended to be crying and nagging for attention, or imitated her harried expressions and sighs. Because she was busy, she drank her tea very quickly, and I did the same just to tease her and then asked for more. Sera Ma laughingly scolded, “Don’t tease, because one day you will also have children; and then you will remember your sister.” Still, whenever I arrived, Sera Ma was delighted to see me and, with a smile of welcome, said, “Oh, Adhe, come.” Both Sera Ma and her husband Phurba were much older than I; I thought of Phurba as a kindly uncle. Their whole family joined us in the mountains in the summer, staying until the autumn months.
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