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Shangri-La and 
Beyond 
Shirin Akiner visits the home of the Dalai lama 

TIBET, the land beyond the massive 
ramparts of the Himalayas, has a 
reputation as the remotest, loneliest 
place on earth. Until the beginning of 
this century few Europeans had ever 
been there. 

After Younghusband's expedition of 
1904, contacts with the British were 
developed in a desultory fashion. Even 
at their height, though, they were 
never very significant, involving 
scarcely a handful ~f people. The 
reports that filtered back only en-
hanced the ~ura of mystery, fuelling 
legends of a world encapsulated in its 
own dimension, a Shangri-La indepen-
dent of mortal time. 

In fact, Tibet's isolation was not 
nearly as complete as it seemed to 
western eyes. Its southern approaches 
are breached by the Indus, Sutlej and 
Brahmaputra. High passes, 17,000 feet 
and more above sea ievel, wind a 
tortuous way through the mountains, 
giving access to the arid expanse of 
the Tibetan plateau. It was an arduous 
journey, but there were many who 
undertook it, for Tibet was a major 
link in the caravan routes of Central 
Asia. There was wool, salt, hides, 
medicinal herbs and much else besides 
here, to be exchanged for all manner 
of commodities from east and west. 

Ideas came too. Buddhism arrived 
in the 7th century, brought simul-
taneously from Nepal and China. 
Artistic inspiration came from Bengal, 
a script from Kashmir. Far from being 
a 'forbidden land', Tibet was in con-
tinual contact with its neighbours. 
Relations were usually amicable, 
though occasionally hostile clashes 
erupted. Politically its closest involve-
ment was with China, Nepal and 
Mongolia. Regarded as a supreme 
source of Buddhist learning, however, 
its spiritual authority extended well 
beyond the Himala~as. . . 

Tibet's relationship with Chma dates 
back over 13 centuries. It has under-
gone many modifi~tions - . and been 
subject to a multitude of interpreta-
tions. Its position has been vanously 
that of vassal, mentor and virtually 
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independent, equal ally. For the last 
35 years it has been firmly within the 
Chinese orbit. In 1965 it acquired the 
status of autonomous region within the 
People's Republic of China. 

It has been a time of mixed bles-
sings. There have been positive 
achievements like the building of 
roads and major improvements in 
education and health care. There have 
also been catastrophic agricultural ex-
periments and devastating ~ttacks on 
the spiritual and cultural life of the 
country. 

In recent years, however, the situa-
tion has improved markedly. Now that 
the Cultural Revolution has spent its 
venom, the Chinese seem genuinely 
anxious to make amends for the 
terrible mistakes of the past two 
decades. Moreover, they are prepared 
to let outsiders come to Tibet to judge 
for themselves. 

Indicative of the change of attitude 
is the reopening of the border with 
Nepal. It was closed some 20 years 
ago, · in the wake of the Dalai Lama's 
flight to India, causing chaos in the 
local economy. The Nepalese were 
particularly affected, since many 
thousands of them were employed in 
the traditional movement of goods 
across the Himalayas. 

Limited access (30 kms either side 
of the frontier) was eventually res-
tored and • once again, Nepalese fruit 
and vegetables were humped across 
the dividing river in return for Tibetan 
wool; cosmetics and cooking oil were 
again exchanged for thermos flasks 
and shoes from the north. 

Trade was one thing, though, free 
travel quite another. The border re-
mained firmly closed to all except 
nationals of the two countries. Even 
before that obstacle was created the 
journey from Kathmandu to Lhasa 
was no easy matter. Before 1950 there 
were virtually no roads in Tibet, only 
more or less adequate tracks for 
horses. (The pre-war British Diploma-
tic Mission took over three weeks to 
cover the considerably shorter distance 
between Gangtok, capital of Sikkim, 

and Lhasa. 
Over the last few years this has 

changed. A road was built linking 
Lhasa with Tibet's other two main 
towns, Xigaze and Gyantze. It was 
extended to the Nepalese frontier and 
finally, in the spring of this year, 
border restrictions were lifted, making 
it possible to drive directly from 
Kathmandu to Lhasa. 

I was lucky enough to accompany 
the first group of foreigners to under-
take this historic journey. It was a 
memorable experience in every way. 
Perhaps its most valuable aspect was 
the insight it gave into the physical 
reality of Tibet. Hopping from town to 
town by air it is impossible to appreci-
ate the sheer immensity of the land 
and the extraordinary nature of its 
terrain. 

After leaving the frontier town of 
Kassa/Zhangmu, we zigzagged our 
way through narrow ravines choked 
with every shade of green; crossed 
rushing torrents on precarious bridges; 
glimpsed glittering snowy peaks out-
lined with razor-sharp precision 
against the vivid blue sky. Then 
imperceptibly, the vegetation grew 
sparser, the twists and turns less 
abrupt. We found ourselves driving 
over a vast, stony plain, dotted with 
shallow salt slicks. Low hills gouged 
into improbable shapes, streaked with 
improbable hues, added an unreal, 
hallucinatory effect. · 

At first the land looked utterly 
devoid of life. A brief stop, however, 
revealed minute plants with plump, 
fleshy leaves and delicate pink and 
white petals; rusty lichens and straggly 
saksaul bushes. Later we came across 
flocks of sheep and long-haired goats, 
doggedly intent on finding every scrap 
of sustenance that this bleak plateau 
could provide. Occasionally, too, there 
were yaks, frisky creatures who car-
ried their bulk with ease and bounded 
nimbly up the rockiest slopes. 

Once in a long while we passed 
through a village - a collection of two 
or three low, mud-brick and stone 
houses that blended perfectly with the 
barren hillside. Without the many-
coloured flags that fluttered from 
every rooftop they would have been 
almost invisible. Later as we ascended 
still higher, we saw ~aims of stones 
piously collected and decked with 
similar flags. 

!n the distance, a gaunt, crumbling 
rum. could sometimes be spied. Im-
possible to say, though, whether it was 
of a recently destroyed monastery or 
of an old fort, relic of the Gurkha 
wars ~f a century ago. 

Thirteen hours of bumping along 
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the dusty , unmetalled road brought us 
to X1gaze , situated at 12 000 feet 
above sea level. Tibet's seco~d largest 
town , it is the seat of the Panchen 
Lama who, like the Dalai Lama is 
revered as a Living Incarnation . 
Almost equal in spiritual authority , 
past holders of the two offices have 
sometimes also been political rivals . 
Both , on occasion , have taken refuge 
in_ hother countries. Today's situation 

ili D · ' .1 . e alai Lama in self-imposed 
exi e m India and the Panchen Lama 
In Pek · Tibet. ing, is not , in fact , new for 

Tashilunp M · 
skirts of x· 0 onastery , on the out-
Before 19~3aze , was founded in 1447. 
functi . , there were some 2,000 
· oning mon t · · 1s one f h as enes m Tibet . This 
fright[~ e onl~ ten that survived the 
197os estructton of the 1960s and 

we· Visited . 
Which h It the following morning 
Place w: PPened to be a feastday . Th~ 
Point w~:a~ed ~lmost to suffocation 
Dressed • orsh1ppers of all ages 
q · tn trad·t· · Uoises fl . 1 ional costumes tur-ro ashm · ' Und the· g in their ears and 
Way good-~ necks, they jostled their 

umouredly into the temple 
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precincts. There , in awesome silence , 
totally absorbed in their devotions, 
they placed their offerings on the 
altars of the gilded Buddhas . Yak 
butter and barley meal , money , white 
scarves, safety pins - everything they 
had of value they donated unstinting-
ly . Later, monks in mulberry-coloured 
robes, some mere boys , others 
wizened old men , filed into the great 
chanting hall . The long ceremony 
began , a deep-throated recitation , re-
sonant and regular as the surge of the 
sea in a subterranean cavern . 

Lhasa was still 12 hours' drive away , 
so we resumed our journey early next 
day . The road lay through Gyantze , 
which also has a famous monastery . 
This fared less well than Tashilunpo , 
however, and has only recently been 
restored and reopened . The place 
even now has a forlorn desolate air. It 
is hard to register that it is Tibe t's 
third largest town , harder still that it 
was once important enough to warrant 
the establishment of a British Trade 
Agency here - complete with polo-
ground . 

Fo llowing the Kamba La Pass , we 
reached a height of 4,700 metres . then 

looped down precipitous slopes until 
we were back among trees and fi e lds 
of green barley . The road on e ithe r 
side of the Tsangpo (called the 
Brahmaputra in India) was still under 
construction , so we waited while a 
detachment of Chinese soldiers 
tamped down the scree to allow us to 
pass. At this season , the mighty rive r 
is a sluggish d ribble , but late r , swollen 
wi th mel ted snow, it becomes a swirl-
ing flood . 
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Our journey was nearly over . As we 

approached our goal we experienced 
the almost forgotten luxury of asphalt 
under our wheels. It was the first sign 
of •civilisation· - a portent of things to 
come. 

Lhasa is in transition . Pre-war 
travellers graphically described its filth 
and squalor and poverty. None of this 
is true today . The city is undergoing a 
massive face-lift and many of the 
typical. crowded old houses have 
already been swept away . It is certain-
ly a cleaner , healthier place now , but 
the danger is that too much zeal for 
fresh air and sanitation , not to men-
tion multi-storey tower blocks , will 

destroy its fragile individuality . 
The 'open door ' policy . welcome 

though it is , is als? _a hazard . Last _y~ar 
2,000 foreigners v1s1ted Lh~sa , amvmg 
by air from China. Now, with the help 
of the new overland route from Nepal. 
it is hoped to boost that number 
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fifty-fold in the near future . 
The tourists will . bring things never 

before dreamed of m Lhasa d"iff . - erent 
values . different standards di.ff 
I 

. , erent 
uxunes . The local people t·k 
h.b. . , 1 e ex-

1 its m a museum , will be sub· d 
t th f .1. Jecte 
o e un amt 1ar scrutiny of f . ore1gn 

ey~s. It will not always be easy 10 
sattsfy the voracious curiosity of the 
strangers without reducing Tibetan life 
to the level of a circus. There is 
a~r~ady a demand , for example , for 
v•~•tors to be allowed to view as 
pnvate and sacrosanct a ceremony as 
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the . k 
b · s Y burial ' h · Una1 Wh s , t e Tibetan mode of be ereby rect and corpses are dismem-
J Most of e~~osed to the vultures. 

'he in the fut ese problems , however c a ure D • ' nges Lh · esp1te all the recent e~t ' asa · · raordina . is still a unique ry city. ' 
Inqui ry 

' October 1985 

Dominating its skyline is the red 
and white mass of the Potala the 
Dalai Lama's winter palace . Beg~n in 
t~e 7th cen~ur~ and added to many 
times smce , 1t nses from the rock face 
in 11_1agnificent asymmetry , as though 
fashioned by nature not man . Within , 
there is a warren of one thousand 
rooms , connected by a maze of narrow 
corrido~s and ladder-steep stai rcases , 
all unht and treacherously slippery. 
Murals, silk hangings and looming 
statues punctuate the way to the 
golden splendour of the tombs of 
former Dalai Lamas. 

Outside the city are Drepung, Sera 
and Ganden , once the largest monas-
teries in the world . Known as the 
Three Pillars of the State , they housed 
between them some 20 ,000 monks . 
They also wielded considerable politic-
al power and during the troubles of 
the 1960s suffered accordingly . Now 
they are beginning to revive . Although 
their total monastic population is still 
under 1,000 , teenage novices are again 
being accepted . A state subsidy pro• 
vides for the repair and upkeep of the 
fabric , while the monks support them-
selves with such ventures as fruit 
farming . Generous donations from the 
faithful (and photo fees from the 
tourists) are an additional source of 
revenue . 

The holiest place in Lhasa in the 
Jokang, the central temple . Contem-
porary with the Potala , it commemo-
rates the introduction of Buddhism 
into Tibet . Its greatest treasure is a 
life-size , gem-studded statue of the 
Buddha, believed to have been 
brought here by a 7th century Chinese 
princess. 

Pilgrims come in their thousands , 
filling the courtyards and crowding 
into the dark , cell-like chapels. Hour 
after hour , they make their prostra-
tions , stretched out full-length of the 
stone flags ; lost to the world , they 
plod clockwise round a holy shrine , 
turn a prayer wheel or stand in wrapt 
adoration before a sacred image. Leer-
ing demons , dimly glimpsed through 
the gloom , the sickly , pervasiv~ smell 
of burning yak butter and the mtense 
concentration all around produce a 
weird , trance-like atmosphere . 

The contrast between this and the 
harsh external environment is total. 
Small wonder that religion is not only 
a comfort , but for many Tibetans 
perhaps the most real part ?f t~eir 
lives. Buddhism is so strong m Tibet 
that there scarcely seems room for any 
other faith , particularly not one as 
different as Islam. Nevertheless, there 
are Muslims in Lhasa , a thriving, 
2.000-strong community. 

z;: • .l'U0Jv13 

I had heard of the existence of a 
mosque and was determined to find it. 
Told that it lay somewhere behind the 
Jokang , I left the hubbub of the main 
square and entered a quiet , prosper-
ous quarter. The passageways . paved 
with large , regular slabs of stone , had 
an air of tradi tional dignity . Curbless , 
they were not built for motor traffic 
and have so far been spared it. 
Houses, also of stone , rose directly 
from the street. Here and there , old 
women with crinkled brown faces . sat 
in front of tiny shops crammed with an 
incongruous medley of toys . antique 
amulets, chunks of amber , herbs. 
plastic trinkets and mounds of fluores-
cent sweets . 

Eventually I came upon a squat . 
two-storied turret and stared at it for a 
moment before realising that this must 
be the minaret. Nearby stood a very 
Chinese-looking arch . I recognised the 
three characters displayed on the 
board - 'True , Pure Temple", the 
Chinese term for 'mosque·. 

Within , the courtyard was deserted . 
It was 3.30pm on the 10th day of 
Ramadan . I assumed everybody must 
be at work . I crossed to a second arch 
and there , opposite me , was a building 
swathed in white sheets, like a Buddh-
ist temple . Men , heads covered . were 
pouring out of the central entrance. 
women out of the side door , and 
everywhere , children were romping 
around . 

I said 'Assalam alykum· to the 
crowd at large and immediately the 
greeting was warmly returned . But we 
could go no further, having no com-
mon language. In despair , I was just 
about to go, when a well-dressed 
young man came forward and haltingly 
asked if he could help. His name was 
Muhammad Omar and he had picked 
up some English on business trips to 
India . With enormous relief I accepted 
his offer and for the next hour kept 
him busy as translator . 

I discovered that these Muslims are 
Tibetans whose ancestors were 
brought to Islam 300 years ago by 
traders from Kashmir . Today they 
belong to all classes , ranging from 
simple workmen to government offi. 
cials . A few are wealthy . Hardworking 
and enterprising , they have prospered 
under the new economic regime which 
lays such stress on private initiative . 

The mosque , which is beautifully 
maintained, has two imams (called 
akhunds) , Salman aged 64 and Hasan 
aged 58. Hasan teaches the children to 
read and recite the Qur'an . He has 
about a hundred young pupils . He is 
also the one to perform the circumci-
sion which is carried out when a boy 
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reaches the age of three . The cere-
mony is the occasion for a party and 
the child is showered with gifts . 

I was taken up the minaret by the 
muezzin Muhammed Habibullah , a 
gentle 74-year-old with a lovely gap-
toothed smile. He explained that the 
mosque had been destroyed . in the 
1959 uprising (when the Dala1_ Lama 
fled to India) , but was rebmlt the 
following year with money raised by 
subscription . The white sheeting I had 
noticed was only two weeks old , he 
proudly informed me , clearly consi~er-
ing it to be an important embellish-
ment. . 

Inside the mosque , there was an air 
of tranquility . Carpets depicting Mak-
kah and Madinah decorated the walls , 
thick Chinese rugs covered the floor. 
Turbans hung from the pillars. The 
only furniture was the wooden mim-
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bar. Wholly Chinese in construction , 
the building was imbued with the 
unmistakable spirit of Islam . 

The community is very active. Dur-
ing Ramadan at least a hundred 
people come to the mosque to pray 
every day and many more come for 
iftar. As I watched, great tubs of 
glistening pi/au sprinkled with nuts 
and raisins were being prepared. Ha/-
va and other special dishes are made 
for 'Id. At 'Id al-Azha goats and 
sheep are liberally scarificed and the 
meat distributed among the poor. 

The Muslims look just like other 
Tibetans, but they favour westernised 
clothing rather than more traditional 
garb. Their language and customs are 
identica_l , except in matters of religion. 
The children attend Tibetan schools 
but are taught to read and writ~ 
Arabic at the mosque. A halal butcher 

supplies meat . Weddings are per-
formed according to the civil law (and 
only one wife per husband is allowed), 
but they are always preceded by a 
religious ceremony. The dead are 
buried in Muslim cemeteries, with the 
appropriate rites. . 

I was told that there are m fact two 
mosques and two Muslim cemeteries 
in Lhasa. Both communities are Hana-
fi Sunnis and each has about 1,000 
members. I was unable to visit the 
second mosque, unfortunately , but in 
the one I did see there was much that 
impressed me. 

First was the lack of fear. I have 
visited minority groups in many parts 
of the world and know well the tremor 
of apprehension an unknown intruder 
can cause. Here , by contrast, there 
was a sense of security. Then, there 
was the freedom people had to attend 
the mosque even in the middle of a 
working day. They were also able to 
keep the fast without harassment from 
their employers. 

All around me were signs of a 
close-knit community that had both 
the confidence and the means to 
maintain itself decently . Talking 
through an interpreter is not an ideal 
way to communicate , so far as I could 
judge , my companions did indeed 
enjoy the freedom of belief promised 
them by the Constitution . 

I left Tibet with a very different 
understanding of the country than I 
have had previously. Its size, its 
barrenness, its primitive farming 
methods that have not changed in a 
thousand years , might have been anti-
cipated. The depth of its religious 
fervour , however, was startling. It has 
survived 35 years of communist rule , 
and at least 20 years of ruthless attack, 
apparently unscathed. Devotion to the 
Dalai Lama has also not wavered and 
his return is eagerly awaited. (The 
gardens of his summer palace are 
suddenly being taken in hand , perhaps 
an indication there is now hope of this 
wish being fulfilled) . 

The Muslim group is very small , but 
it does throw an interesting light on 
Tibet's relations with its neighbours, 
emphasising yet again the historical , 
economic and cultural ties . Present 
political pressures have caused Tibet 
to be depicted either as existing within 
a vacuum, untouched by the outside 
world , or as a mere appendage of 
China. Neither view takes account of 
Tibet's pivotal position in Cent_ral 
Asia . At the heart of the arc which 
links China and India it has partaken , a 
of both worlds , creating from them 
unique synthesis which it has . it tur~ 
passed on to others. 
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