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FOREWORD

As indicated throughout this book, it is based on three journeys
to Tibet, in 1955, in 1965 and in 1976.

It is an eye-witness and ear-witness account, with the dimension
of comparison from observations at ten-year intervals, given largely in
the words of hundreds of people who were there all along — mainly
Tibetans, within a frame of historical background from many sources,
and of comment.

Now it is 1982. Additional important changes and readjustments
have occurred. These I have not personally seen on the spot, though
I hope to later. But I have tried to follow them in other ways.

Life moves faster than books can be written. In times of revolu-
tion — with advances, setbacks and corrections — this is all the more
true. Books, particularly in such a situation, are mere stills, or seg-
ments, in the unfolding film of reality.

Nonetheless, I believe the reader will find this account a true
reflection of the essential nature and historically-determined direc-
tion of the great and basic process of change that has occurred, and
is continuing, in Tibet.

What are the key essentials in the light of many centuries and of
today’s realities?

First, despite all zigzags, there has been tremendous advance.
The grim burdens of stagnation and suffering under which the masses
of the Tibetan people lived for a thousand years have been thrown off.
The 17-article Agreement of 1951, the peaceful liberation of Tibet, the
isolation and defeat of the serfowner revolt of 1959, the subsequent
revolutionary reforms which ended feudal serfdom under theocracy

7



8 TIBET TRANSFORMED

and put Tibet on the socialist path — all these were profoundly eman-
cipatory, physically and mentally, for the overwhelming majority of
Tibetans.

Second, today as for many centuries past, Tibet is an organic part
of the multinational polity of China, its woe and weal linked to that
of the other areas and peoples of this vast land.

Third, within this larger entity, Tibet has its own strong distinct
features — in historical, social, linguistic and cultural development —
including its ancient and close interweaving of religion and custom.

Fourth, the logical conclusion from Tibet’s particularities is not
separatism, as history has proved again and again. The Tibetan sepa-
ratism of modern times, from its very birth, has been concretely and
demonstrably linked not with the needs of the region’s progress and
people but with the manoeuvres of imperialism (including, lately,
Soviet social-imperialism). The common aim of such manoeuvres has
been to weaken and partition China as a whole with the object of
preventing all its peoples, including the Tibetans, from realizing their
own deepest interests and desires. In the case of Tibet, the foreign
encouragement of separatism has been linked not only with the eco-
nomic-political-military gnawing at all China but with specific geo-
political drives to dominate the strategic ‘“‘roof of the world” for
global ends.

Fifth, in the context of the liberating Chinese revolution (which
includes that of Tibet), there have been not only countrywide errors
but specific ones in relation to the minority nationalities — the Tibetan
among them.

In China as a whole for some years, the Leftist urge to undue
speed of advance led economically to disregard of the proviso
wisely adhered to by the Chinese Communist Party up to the middle
1950’s that social change must be accompanied by year-to-year im-
provement of the people’s livelihood. (It was this that made the land
reform and subsequent collectivization in China, along with early
industrialization, so much less costly, given the essential necessity
of the process of socialist revolution and construction in both cases,
than in the Soviet Union.) Politically, Leftism led, particularly in
the 1960’s and 1970’s, to China-wide blurring of the meticulous dis-
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tinctions between antagonistic and non-antagonistic contradictions,
between those in the ranks of the people, and those with enemies, and
between the conditions of different localities, that were such a signal
contribution, so long as they were adhered to, of Mao Zedong
Thought to the Marxist assessment and solution of problems.

In the case of the national regions, the same Leftism led addition-
ally to the confusion of national contradictions, and even mere dissimi-
larities among nationalities, with antagonistic class contradictions,
which were thus assumed even where they had ceased to play a major
role. Hence the undue copying of methods and tactics which were
suited to the majority nationality areas, or sometimes impetuous and
inappropriate even there.

Some of the fundamental achievements made in Tibet, in con-
sequence, were accompanied by shortcomings needing correction.

In agriculture, for instance, the amount of grain produced in
Tibet increased more than threefold between 1952 and 1980. In the
pastures, the head of livestock increased some 2.5 times. Industry grew
many times. All these were advances which would have been unthink-
able under the old regime. But the living standards of the people, after
really leaping forward in the period between the suppression of the
serfowner revolt in 1959 and the founding of the Autonomous Region
in 1965, did not improve correspondingly afterwards, despite continued
and even accelerated growth. Was this the result of any kind of
colonial or class exploitation of the Tibetans? No, very large funds
were put into the region with no profit taken out. The causes lay,
rather, in imbalances between the efforts made and the actual possi-
bilities and needs of the region (assortment of food grains, types of
products, disproportions between input— including labour — and
economic effect, including created purchasing power, etc).

National autonomy, in circumstances in which almost identical
measures were taken in majority and non-majority areas, was also not
sufficiently developed. That is not to say that Tibetan cadres — polit-
ical and technical — did not increase in numbers. They did, very
markedly, which was another long-term gain. But the nationalization
of cadres was not accompanied by increased adaptation of measures
to local circumstances. The Tibetan functionaries, consequently, tend-
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ed to be judged, and to judge themselves, by how closely they follow-
ed extra-regional models. They often did not develop the initiatives
that their closeness to their own people and local realities should
have enabled them to take, within the framework of socialist principle,
in ways that no one else could.

All these defects, in 1980-82, were being corrected. If there was
retreat, it was not toward the old society but to the positions of the
immediate post-rebellion and post-reform period, which Tibetans
remember as the “golden age” of democratic and socialist advance.
True there has been, as a result of confusions and zigzags, a certain
revival of older-type thinking. But the aim is the rapid overcoming
of imbalance, shortages and strains brought about by trying to do
too much too fast, in preparation for sound and steady progress, with
maximum unity and support, including that of most Tibetans now
abroad. Such progress in the long run should be more uninterrupted,
and faster, than any that went before.

As for the disadvantages to the socialist economy from such “re-
treat”’, none are apparent. For instance, although compulsory grain
quota sales to the state were discontinued, Tibet’s peasants actually
sold to the government in 1980, voluntarily and without any require-
ment being set, more than in any year when sales were compulsory.
At the same time, their retail purchases increased markedly as did also
their savings which rose by 14 per cent in 1979-80.

Above the commune level, Tibetan cadres now number 36,000 —
or over 6o per cent of the total. Among the region’s qualified medical
personnel more than half are Tibetans. Among teachers in the 6,500
primary schools in Tibet (thirty years ago there were less than ten
schools) about nine-tenths are Tibetans; among the 1,170 middle
school teachers, over a third; and among technicians of all kinds the
proportion is also increasing. The creation of this force is of major
importance. And, with today’s more flexible policies, its role and
opportunities for initiatives really suited to local conditions will be
enhanced.

So “Tibet Transformed” is a title proper not only for the revolu-
tionary events of the 1950’s and after, but also for the adjustments and
renewed advance of today and tomorrow.



CHAPTER 1

REINCARNATION

The Tibet Autonomous Region of the People’s Republic of China
was inaugurated in 1965, a decade and a half ago. Its birth marked
a new stage in socialist revolution and construction in Tibet, begun
after the triumph of the previous, the democratic, revolution. In the
democtratic revolution, with the help of the People’s Liberation Army,
which entered the region in 1951 and smashed the imperialist-backed
revolt of the secessionist serfowners in 1959, Tibet's million serfs and
slaves rose to their feet. Step by step, they took the land and herds
away from the feudal-theocratic rulers who for many centuries had
held sway over their bodies and, even more crucially, over their
minds. And they built up, from the village to the regional level,
local organs of state power that could represent their own class
interests and will. An irrevocable change had come to the “roof of
the world”.

Throughout the vast mainland of multinational China, with the
creation of the Tibet Autonomous Region, the structure of worker-
and-peasant-based government in provinces and nationality areas as
specified by her Constitution was basically laid down. Only one prov-
ince, the island of Taiwan, remained to be re-unified.

Within Tibet, following the proclamation of autonomy the pro-
cess of change deepened and quickened. From medieval serf society
to socialism — a leap over a thousand years in the space of twenty or

11



12 TIBET TRANSFORMED

so. Such is the essence of Tibet’s recent history counting from 1959,
the overthrow of the old system.

Land reform was accomplished by 1962, about ten years after
that elsewhere in China. And the transition of agricultural and stock-
raising to communes became universal in 1975, fifteen years later than
elsewhere.

In material development, there is still a considerable gap with
the inland provinces. But the timetable from now on meshes in with
that of the rest of China in the programme of the “four moderniza-
tions”” on the basis of socialism — to bring agriculture, industry,
science and technology and defence to comparatively modern levels by
our century’s end.

To sum up, Tibet’s two revolutions have been feats of rebirth
such as its old local rulers could never have envisioned. They turned
their backs on them when he chose to flee abroad in 1959. There
followed one of those mass-powered social leaps that the Chinese
Communist Party has known so well how to prepare and spark. In
the strategy involved, every major stage was initiated or directly ap-
proved by Mao Zedong, with Zhou Enlai guiding the actual work
from the centre. The fuel was the bitterness stored through centuries
of oppression in the breasts of Tibet’s serfs and slaves. The ignition
was the growth of their new consciousness. The reverse thrust pul-
verized the old serfowning society, and with proportionate power
propelled Tibet into the new. The advance was steady, phase by
phase, but dynamic throughout.

In this book I strive to give voice to some of the essential hap-
penings, mainly through the self-told experience of people at the grass
roots.

Swept into the past was the temporal rule of the “living gods”,
not only as a power structure but in its grip on the people’s thinking.
By their 1959 revolt, the die-hards among the monastic and aristocratic
upper crust tried to frustrate the peaceful democratic reform to which
they had committed themselves in the Agreement on Measures for the
Peaceful Liberation of Tibet in 1951.! By their own resort to reaction-
ary violence, they made sure that the essential change would come
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through revolutionary counter-violence and mass action — and that
the past order would be swept into pre-history.

Mao Zedong had foreseen this. As early as 1952 along with other
statements admonishing the cadres and troops sent into Tibet the
utmost respect for its people’s national (including religious) customs
and non-interference in the region’s social structure until the Tibetans
themselves came to demand reform, he admonished the impatient in
the Chinese Communist Party’s own ranks:

Since they (Tibet’s feudal forces. — LE.) are unwilling to put
the Agreement into effect, well then, we can leave it for the time
being and wait. The longer the delay, the stronger will be our
position and the weaker theirs. Delay will not do us much harm;
on the contrary, it may be to our advantage. Let them go on with
their insensate atrocities against the people, while we on our part
concentrate on good deeds — production, trade, road-building,
medical service and united front work (unity with the majority
and patient education) so as to win over the masses and bide our
time before taking up the question of the full implementation of
the Agreement.?

He also said:

If the reactionaries of Tibet should dare to launch a general
rebellion, then the working people there will win liberation all
the faster. This is beyond doubt.

Both these predictions were borne out by events.

In 1956 the Preparatory Committee for the Tibet Autonomous
Region was organized. Its task was to fully implement the Agreement
signed years before, including a start on consultations for reform. The
Dalai Lama, expressing support, took up its chairmanship. But in
action he and his local government, the kasbhag, went counter to these
aims. They backed various reactionary organizations (some prettified
by names such as the “people’s conference”), helped stir up revolts on
the periphery, and activised their ties with separatist exiles abroad
and with imperialist and other foreign governments.

In that same year, the central government, continuing its policy
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of patience, put off the starting date for reform by another six years,
until 1962. The personnel sent in to prepare were withdrawn. The
associated local training of cadres was suspended. The old forces
miscalculating, made their own use of the leeway given them. They
proceeded to the organization, before the time ran out, of an all-out
rebellion. This they unleashed in March 1959, only to find themselves
racing for the border within a few days — so thoroughly had they
isolated themselves.

In the years following 1959, the Panchen Erdeni, Tibet’s other
“living god”’, at first declared himself for reform and was made acting
chairman of the Preparatory Committee for the new Autonomous
Region. But soon, pressed by the same class interests and forces as
the Dalai Lama before him, he was drawn into opposing the reforms
which the rebellion had attempted to abort in embryo. Removed from
his main posts in 1964, he resumed public life in 1978, speaking in praise
of the basic changes that had occurred in Tibet and calling on self-
exiled upper-strata figures, who had at various times opposed them,
to return and see for themselves. Included, specifically, was the Dalai
Lama.

At various times from 1976 onward, the Dalai Lama from India,
had himself begun to speak of coming back to the new Tibet and of
renouncing separatism “if I find the people happy’.

The idea was publicly welcomed, officially and unofficially, by
Han and Tibetan personalities at many levels. They made it clear
that he could return temporarily to look things over, or permanently
if he wished. This still holds.

The sticking point, at the time of writing, was a familiar one.
Would he come on the basis of the principles of the Agreement to
which he long ago committed himself — unity of China’s peoples and
non-obstruction to essential reform (by now solidly accomplished) in
Tibet? If so nothing stood in the way, including his adherence to the
1959 rebellion. Or would he want to do so as a symbol and spokesman
of the separatist and retrogressive aims of the 1959 revolt? No such
reversal of history was of course possible.

This reflects the wider reality. The victorious working people in
Tibet and throughout China are willing to forego historical scores with
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the serfowners, whether for their centuries of past oppression or for
their foreign-backed resort to arms against the revolution. In 1978,
the last persons serving penalties for this were freed — with citizen-
ship rights. But the unity of the multinational socialist country, with
nationalities enjoying autonomy within this framework, is not subject
to bargaining.

Whatever the Dalai Lama finally does, the key factor is that the
post-reform political and social struggles in Tibet have proved the
strength of its new system.3 The basis of that strength is the vast
change in its people. In this fission of the social atom, the deepest
oppression was turned into untold released energy and those who were
most down-trodden turned into the strongest and most creative. As
in all true revolutions, this explosion was joyful and invigorating for
those liberated, and exhilarating and instructive for those privileged
to see it.

In burning away the sanctified serfdom that battened on them for
1,200 years, the Tibetan working people also removed the basis of two
centuries of imperialist penetration. Tibet, for the first time, can be
theirs, providing scope for their passion and creative potentialities.

The fission is also a fusion. Through it, Tibet has become more
firmly united to the rest of multinational China by the bonds of
common revolution. Ancient links were already deep-rooted, but
inevitably operated in terms of the various types of feudal organization
then existing throughout China, including Tibet. Later they were
strained by the penetration of colonialism into all areas, but at the
same time strengthened by common resistance to it. The new unity
with imperialism thrown out, feudalism toppled and a new future to
build in common is incomparably stronger than any before.

* * *

Some people still raise the question, “Is Tibet, after all, a part
of China?” History says it is. Tibetan separatists in self-exile, and
their foreign backers, deny it. A couple of years ago, when my
own matter-of-fact affirmation of the fact was printed in a Seattle
(U.S.A.) newspaper, one of these backers, Professor Turrell Wylie of
the University of Washington, wrote an angry letter to that paper’s
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editor. He charged that the People’s Republic of China had “annexed
Tibet”, and that to say Tibet is, and has been, a part of China is
“the straight Chinese Communist line”.

What does history have to say?

Documented facts show that the process of Han-Tibetan in-
terlocking and finally unification in one sovereign state began very
long ago, and administrative union dates from long before Scotland
came into the British state, and centuries before the U.S.A. or modern
Italy or Germany appeared on the world scene. Was this “‘annexa-
tion by the Chinese Communists”’? Hardly.

In the year 641 A.D., at the dawn of Tibet’s reliably recorded
history, King Songtsan Gambo, who first welded its disparate tribes
into a monarchy based on the slave system, wed the Tang dynasty
Princess Wencheng and accepted titles from the Tang emperor of
China. In 710, one of his successors, King Tride Tsugten, married
another Tang princess, Jincheng.

In 823 a famous pact was concluded proclaiming ‘“‘Unity between
Uncle and Nephew”, its terms for the reigning Tang dynasty Emperor
Mu Zong and the Tibetan King Ralpachen. The stone monument
then erected, carved with the text, still stands before the Jokhang
temple in Lhasa. In intervening centuries, even at times of strain
between the nationalities, it has not been thrown down or defaced
but has been treated with affection and respect by the Tibetans. The
memory of the two princesses, Wencheng in particular, has all along
been cherished in their folk tradition. This cannot just be a matter
of the personal merits of those feudal ladies. It is explicable only
by the circumstance that these royal marriages, which did not occur
in a vacuum, added a desired political link to the already popular
contact, economic and cultural, between the Tibetan people and China’s
majority, the Hans. Warmly remembered too are the accompanying
transfers of knowledge and techniques in agriculture, handicrafts,
building, medicine and other fields® which benefited the Tibetan
nationality.

From the oth century on, during Tibet's long and complex
transition from the slave to the feudal system, the extensive local
kingdom of the Songtsan Gambo ruling house broke up into kaleido-
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scopic fragments. Almost concurrently, China as a whole fell into
disunity following the collapse of the Tang empire. The next dynasty,
the Song (860-1279), conferred posts and titles on various feudal
lords and clerics in Tibet — even though there was no longer an
overall centre of authority there.

In the 13th century, under the Yuan (Mongol) dynasty, the then
already multinational realm of China was re-unified, with Tibet
organically included. Kublai Khan, the noted Yuan emperor, ap-
pointed Phagspa, a leading Tibetan lama of the Sakya Sect, as regional
ruler under the court of Beijing. A single system of administrative
divisions, military garrisons and currency (including paper money)
prevailed throughout China, including Tibet, where Yuan banknotes
are still being found.

The following, Ming, dynasty which ruled China from 1368 to
1644, favoured the Kargyu (White) Lamaist Sect, to whose high clerics
it gave political appointments. It is historically untrue that ties with
the rest of China were severed under the Ming, a thesis avidly pushed
by British writers in the 19th century and early 20th, and taken up
since the 1960’s by Soviet writers (in reversal of their own previous
stand).® In both cases, the allegation that Tibet was linked only with
the minority-nationality dynasties that ruled all China (the Mongol
and Manchu) but not with China’s majority nationality, became
fashionable at particular times and places — when the disintegration
of multinational China was pursued by the foreign power concerned
in its own interest. This allegation does not conform with the facts.
In the Ming period the appointments of Tibetan officials from China’s
capital continued. Tribute missions (particularly from the lamaseries)
multiplied. Economic exchanges grew. Of all this one sees many
proofs in museums and archives in Beijing and Lhasa. In Tibet the
Kargyu local rulers, who rose with the Ming, also fell with the Ming.
But the links did not break.

The Qing or Manchu dynasty (1644-1911) upheld another lamaist
group, the Gelugpa, or Yellow Sect. It was then that the system of
local rule by this sect’s pontiff, the Dalai Lama, and later of his
lay-clerical administration, the kashag, was affirmed and elaborated
by instructions from Beijing — along lines it retained right up to 1959.
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From the 18th century, in particular, the identity and functions of
both the Dalai Lama and kashag members were subject to detailed
regulation by China’s central government, largely through the control
by its high commissioners (embans) resident in Lhasa.

When the first Chinese Republic was founded in 1911, its multina-
tional character was stressed in the new flag of five stripes, one stand-
ing for Tibet. In the subsequent years, China became unprecedent-
edly weak, disunited and penetrated by various imperialisms. Inter-
nally, throughout her territory, imperialist-backed warlords, of whom
Chiang Kai-shek was historically the last, ran riot. And it was then
that the British imperialist rulers in India, seizing their advantage,
became most vigorous in their promotion of separatism in Tibet. In
fact Britain, in 1912, officially threatened to refuse to recognize the
new Chinese Republic at all unless Tibet was excluded from its
administration, military system and parliament. Two years later,
at the time of the Simla ‘“agreement” of 1914, which China neither
signed nor ratified, a British-manipulated Tibetan “representative”
put his name to the “McMahon Line”, which placed some 90,000
square kilometres of southeastern Tibet within Britain’s empire in
India.

The Simla affair was disavowed by the local authorities in
Lhasa as well as denounced by the central government in Beijing.
It is therefore farcical to invoke it as a precedent for Tibetan “in-
dependence”. And a tragicomedy when it is done not only by ex-
serfowner separatists, and their old patrons, but by some present-day
Soviet writers.’

It should be noted also that Simla and the McMahon Line, those
heirlooms of colonial domination over India, much later became the
cause of border conflicts between India and the new China, quite
unwarranted by the interests of either the Indian or the Chinese people
and therefore certain to be temporary.

In external affairs, however, even the foreign powers most active
at various times in egging on secessionism in Tibet never went so
far as to ‘“recognize” it diplomatically. On the contrary, they felt
compelled to re-affirm, sometimes straightforwardly and sometimes
with verbal curlicues, that Tibet was part of Chinese territory, for to
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do otherwise would be too flagrant a flouting of accepted international
norms based on centuries of historical fact.

Here are examples of such affirmations from three governments
in three different periods:

In 1903, the British Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, who was then
preparing the invasion of Tibet known as the Younghusband Expedi-
tion, tried to justify it by calling Tibet’s link with China a “consti-
tutional fiction”. Curzon was rebuked for this by his superiors in
London who declared that Tibet must be regarded ‘“‘as a province
of China”®

In the following year, the U.S. State Department instructed its
ambassador in London, Joseph Choate, to remind the British govern-
ment there that the latter itself “had three times (in 1879, 1886, and
1890) recognized Chinese sovereignty by negotiating with the Chinese
government on questions regarding Tibet” and to stress that Washing-
ton regarded China as sovereign in the region.?

Four decades later, in 1943, British diplomacy again tried to
dilute the status of Tibet as part of China, by terming the link merely
one of “formal suzerainty”’. The U.S. State Department promptly
told the British ambassador in Washington:

For its part, the Goveroment of the United States has borne
in mind that the Chinese government has long claimed suzerainty
over Tibet and that the Chinese constitution lists Tibet among
areas constituting the territory of China. Tbhis Government bas
at no time raised a question regarding either of these claims.\

Finally, to go forward into the post-World War II period, Prime
Minister Nehru of India declared in the Lower House of her Parlia-
ment on May 15, 1954:

I am not aware that at any time during the last few hundred
years, Chinese sovereignty, or if you like suzerainty was challeng-
ed by any outside country.!!

To repeat, all these quotations (in which I have italicized key
words and phrases) are from governments which have themselves
dabbled in detaching Tibet from China — British penetration in the
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19th and 20th centuries, American C.I.A. doings after World War
II, and the support of some Indian quarters, at various times, for
Tibetan secessionists are all documented by innumerable facts of which

this book cites only a few.!?
It is instructive that even these governments could not help

citing the fact of Chinese sovereignty, however inconsistent this was
with their current or later actions, and however much they liked to
play with the rubber-like term ‘‘suzerainty’’.

If we go by Professor Wylie of the University of Washington,
an expert on Tibetan phonetics but clearly not on Tibetan history,
all their statements were on ‘“‘the straight Chinese Communist line”’ —
including those made long before the Chinese Communist Party ex-
isted!

Here are other historical ironies.

One: The Dalai-plus-kashag system (clerical-aristocratic local
government) was tailored in detail by the past feudal central govern-
ment of China. Yet it has been presented by the serfowner rebels of
1959 and their foreign backers!® as a purely national and almost sacro-
sanct Tibetan state form and an argument for separation from China.
So much for their historical logic. In the real logic of real history, it
was this same system that China’s people of all nationalities, including
the Tibetan, overthrew when the old local rulers flouted their own
pledges of reform. That act completed the work of ending feudalism
throughout continental China and consolidated a united socialist
state with autonomy for its minority peoples. Which was, of course,
the people’s sovereign revolutionary right.

Two: Another argument for Tibetan “independence” is based
on Shatra’s signature of the 1914 Simla ‘“‘agreement” which no well-
informed person can deny was a sell-out to imperialism and in no
way valid. How can signing away the territory, rights and nationality
be proof of independent status?

To affirm the historic unity of multinational China, of course,
is not to deny that history has witnessed clashes between her nationali-
ties, acts of national oppression and discrimination, and periods of
distuption. All existed in the past.
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In early times, they were the results of the feudal system with
its divisive urges. A new cause was added in the last century by
the drives of foreign powers for the partition of China, with emphasis
on her minority-inhabited borderlands specially marked for acquisi-
tion. As Mao Zedong said of this phase at the reception to mark
the signing of the Agreement on peaceful liberation in 1951:

For over a hundred years the various nationalities of China
were not united. In particular, there was disunity between
the Han people and the Tibetan people. This was the
result of the rule of the reactionary Manchu government and
the Chiang Kai-shek government as well as the result of im-
perialist provocation and sowing of dissension.

However, over the long stretch, every period of disunity has
turned out to be temporary. Many centuries have proved unity to
be the main trend. How to explain the persistent cohesiveness of
China’s nationalities over the ages if not by the fact that their basic
interests have drawn them together and their history has been made
in common? Is there a better explanation? By contrast, where
today are the realms of ancient Rome, or Charlemagne, or the Otto-
mans and Hapsburgs, or of Napoleon? Clearly what we have
here is not a “claim by China that every place ever reached by
her power is hers forever”, as Moscow’s publicists today like to gibe.
As they should know best, there are many such places which China
does not claim at all. For the solidarity of her constituent peoples
today, there is a valid base forged not by pretensions but by life.

Some of China’s peoples, in her long history, have actually
merged — her majority nationality, the Han, is itself a product of
such fusion. At times, too, groups from the majority have been
absorbed into minorities. In some areas, the nationalities live inter-
mixed. Others, like Tibet, consist almost entirely of one nationality.
But whatever their distribution, all these peoples have been held to-
gether by multifold exchanges and a constantly strengthened common
matrix.

The revolution in China, including Tibet, has swept away the
material and social base of the old estrangements and injustices. Her
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new social and political system accords with and promotes the
common striving of the people of all her nationalities for unity and
progress. Discrimination is prohibited by law. True, it cannot yet
be said that remnants of old mutual prejudice — whether of the ma-
jority against the minorities or vice versa — have been swept from
every mind. But such remnants are recessive, diminishing and con-
trary to policy and general feeling. Loopholes appear for them only
where the policy is impaired. This occurred in some of China’s na-
tional minority areas (less in Tibet than in others) under the influence
of the “gang of four”. The latter propagated the view, contrary to
Marxist theory and to objective fact, that “nationalities need no
longer exist in the socialist stage’’. They attacked national autonomy
as “divisive”’, and wanted to do away with it. Behind their “left”
talk they were ill-concealed exponents of Han chauvinism rooted in
the feudal past, and saboteurs of true unity.

It is precisely such Han chauvinism that, in all key formulations
of liberated China’s policy on nationalities, has been targeted as the
main tendency to guard against and overcome!® (local chauvinism
among the minorities, also to be opposed, is secondary). Since the
gang was brought down there has been much renewed stress on this
principle.

At the highest political level, comprehensive discussions on Tibet
were held in the spring of 1980 by the Central Committee of the
Chinese Communist Party, and summarized in a document it issued.
Immediately afterwards its General Secretary, Hu Yaobang, with
other senior officials, made an inspection tour of the region. Changes
were made in the Tibet Party committee. Some members, held to have
followed an ultra-Left line, were dropped. One of their errors, it was
explained, had been to copy mechanically, without regard to local con-
ditions, measures undertaken in other parts of China. Two specifi-
cities had been ignored — that of the minority regions as distinct from
the majority (Han) regions of China, and that of Tibet even among
minority regions (its rather special history, its relative homogeneity,
mixture of religions and national elements, and so on). The socialist
direction is the same; forms must be adaptable.

Emphasized now was a filling out of national autonomy, i.e.
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the power of the Tibetan people to run the region’s internal affairs.
Tibetans were to hold all cadre posts at district level, 8o per cent of
those at county level, and comprise two-thirds of all full-time func-
tionaries. Han cadres, it was declared, had in many cases completed
their mission, and would be transferred to other localities as they
were replaced by Tibetan cadres, for whom by 1980 there was a major
source in Tibet’s 40,000 Party members and a large number of non-
Party activists and allies.

Within the region, Tibetan would be the first language, with Han
simultaneously used as needed, in administration, education and other
public affairs.

The Autonomous Region, it was specified, had the right not
to carry out, or to modify, enactments of the central government un-
suited to Tibet’s circumstances. It could also frame rules, regulations
and judicial provisions suited to it, within the framework of the gen-
eral principles of the Constitution and legal system of all China. In
conformity with this, a decision to further institutionalize and guaran-
tee the exercise of regional autonomy by China’s minority peoples in
their own areas and their equal rights in mixed communities, was
taken in January 1981 by the Nationalities Committee of China’s
National People’s Congress.!® In 1982 these specific guarantees, along
with others, were written into China’s new draft constitution as
applying to all China’s national autonomous regions. Among them
was the provision that the chairman of each such region should belong
to the nationality involved (see Appendix).

Already at the end of 1979, a seven-member legislative affairs
group was appointed by the Standing Committee of the Tibetan Re-
gional People’s Congress, to be headed by two of its vice-chairmen,
Chen Jingpo and De-ge Gesang Wangdui, to immediately begin draft-
ing regulations for the exercise of autonomy in Tibet in line with its
own conditions.'” Early in 1981, special modifications of China’s
Marriage Law and Law of Criminal Procedure to accord with Tibetan
conditions were announced.!®

While these political measures expressed the equality of status
of China’s different nationalities, which is the precondition for their
unity, those in the economic sphere aimed at speeding the approach
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of material equality. The goal was set to achieve the highest average
living standards yet known in Tibet within five years, and a major
rise in its economy and level of livelihood by 1990.

In this category, not only was central government aid to increase,
but the region was to be exempted for some years from mandatory
state purchases of farm and animal products — and for two years
from taxes. Some prices for voluntary sales by producers were raised.
Communes and their production brigades and teams could now make
their own decisions without ratification by higher authority. The
autonomous region, under overall leadership by the central govern-
ment, could work out its own plans for economic development, and
manage its finances, forests and pastures to a greater extent than a
province. It was also given wide rights in local cross-border trade
with neighbouring countries (Nepal, India, Sikkim, Bhutan and Bur-
ma). In May 1982, tax exemptions for Tibetan agriculture and stock-
breeding was extended for three further years, and for collectively
and privately owned industrial, handicraft and trading undertakings
for one year. The total of remitted taxes in 1980-81 was reported as
13.75 million yuan; while average per capita annual income in Tibet
rose by 57 per cent in the same period to some 200 yuan — approach-
ing the general average for all China.

In cultural matters, great stress was laid on the preservation
and development of Tibet’s ancient cultural heritage — ultra-Left
errors had been quite serious in this field. Work was begun on the
establishment of a University of Tibetan Culture. Emphasized, too,
was freedom of worship for the religions and the inclusion of senior
clerics in the united front. At the same time, to promote moderniza-
tion in all fields, Tibet branches of China’s academies of natural and
social sciences and of various technical and professional associations
were organized.

Unity within the nationality, and the freedom of visit and return
for Tibetans who have gone abroad, were given added attention.

* * *

Looking back, and forward, many Hans and Tibetans today do
not measure their relations by just when, in what ancient dynasty,
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their unity began or was formalized. Rather, they see, as the common
meaning of their overall and particular histories, all China’s nationali-
ties contributing, from the earliest times, to the formation and sta-
bility of the historically formed multinational entity. Its deep roots,
they are aware, became ever firmer in the last century of common
defence against imperialism.1?

Firmest of all is the unity based on common participation in
overthrowing the old society and building a new one, free of oppres-
sion and exploitation whether national or class. It is a spirit that
manifests itself strikingly at all levels, from the major political and
economic undertakings of the state to the attitudes and actions of
individuals, both Han and Tibetan. Of this the reader will find
many instances as he proceeds.



CHAPTER 2

CONTRASTS

Specifically, and in the order of consecutive impressions, let me
set down some contrasts seen on my three visits to Tibet.

First, in transport links with the rest of the country.

In 1955, the journey from Chengdu in Sichuan Province to Lhasa
took a grinding twelve days by jeep and truck convoy. Even that
seemed wonderful speed then. The spectacular and heroically built
2,413-kilometre roller-coaster highway zooming up from the plateau
to heights over §,000 metres, and diving down from it into the chasms
of many great rivers, was newly completed and to tell the truth, bone-
shaking. But historically it represented hitherto undreamed-of prog-
ress. For thousands of years in the past the only transport had been
by yak or mule caravan — six months being considered good time
for the trip. A friend who came in 1951 with a People’s Army unit,
no slow matchers, had taken pride in his record of ‘““only’ 104 days.

In 1965 we boarded a Chinese civil aitlines plane in Chengdu,
listened to the girl flight attendants’ routine announcements, munched
on the sweets and fruit they dispensed, and were on Lhasa’s airfield
in 2 15 hours. It was easy to forget how arduously and perilously,
and how very recently this meteorologically perverse air route had
been pioneered. First there had been only special flights, mostly by
the veteran military pilots who had blazed the trail. Now regular
civilian air transport had taken over, carrying both passengers and
goods. While we were there, the best part of 2,000 delegates and

26
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other visitors coming from all over China for the founding of the
Autonomous Region were flown in within a few days.

By 1976 there were two scheduled air routes, from Chengdu and
from Lanzhou in Gansu Province. We flew in one way and out the
other, over some of the most spectacular and impassable mountains
and deserts on earth. The aircraft were big, the flights daily, the
passengers, both Han and Tibetan, as unconcerned as on a suburban
bus. On our plane were geologists and weathermen, construction per-
sonnel, seasoned skilled workers and new trainees, Tibetan students
from colleges in the interior provinces, cadres on business or on fur-
lough. There was a new airport nearer the city, at a lower altitude
and better equipped than the one in 1965. (By 1980 there were ten
flights a week, six from Chengdu and four from Xian via Golmud in
Qinghai Province — this line had replaced the interim Lanzhou route.)

On land, Tibet, which had no highways at all before its libera-
tion in 1951, was served by 1955 by two great trunk roads, from Sichuan
Province in the east stretching for 2,413 kilometres, and Qinghai in
the north, 1,965 km. In 1957, a third was added from Xinjiang in the
northwest, 1,179 km. By 1976 there was a fourth from Yunnan Prov-
ince in the southeast, 716 km. Apart from these, there was an
international route, from Lhasa to Katmandu in Nepal. Surfaces,
grading, embankments, drainage and traffic capacity were improving
constantly, though still very far from ideal. (In subsequent years the
work continued. In 1980, it was reported that there were no more
timber bridges on the Qinghai-Tibet highway — all §3 had been built
in concrete; and of 256 bridges on the Sichuan-Tibet road 216 were
by then of concrete.)

Within the vast region, virtually all 71 counties and numerous
communes were linked by local motor roads, stretching for over 16,000
kilometres by the mid-1970’s. (By 1981, the total length of motorable
roads in Tibet was given as 21,000 km.) The greatly increased number
of vehicles we saw in 1976 were mainly of Chinese make. Freight
convoys, each of scores of trucks, laboured their way over the
heights — an engine is even less adaptable to 4-6,000-metre altitudes
than human hearts and lungs, its effective power is cut by a third
or so. But this hardship too was not accepted as final. In a special
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institute in Tibet itself, work was being done not only in high-altitude
medicine but in getting engines to ‘‘breathe better’” on the world’s
roof-top.

We saw long lines of trucks, some of them 8-tonners (in this
weight they were usually Japanese Isuzu models) loaded to the brim
coming into the region but going out light or empty. Let those who
allege ‘“‘Peking exploitation” explain that.

Nonetheless, with the progressively increased input into the
region, transport continued to be a bottleneck — and still is. One
of the reasons for the 1980 decision to sharply reduce the number of
Han personnel from the interior was to reduce its load — since the
reverse aspect of the determination to reduce strain on the region’s
resources by supplying these cadres entirely from China’s intetior
provinces meant that each such cadre required roughly a truckload
a year of food and other necessities. (This was the economic reason:
the political purpose was to hand over more and more cadre work to
Tibetans.)

Aid by China’s central government to the Tibet Autonomous
Region, to itemise only a part, included the following:

The region’s administrative expenses were covered by the cen-
tral treasury. Appropriations for them had risen by an average 10
per cent annually in the preceding years. Yet tax rates in Tibet
were only a fraction of those paid in China’s inner provinces, the
agricultural tax running at about half. (Under the 1980 decision a
general tax holiday was declared for a couple of years.)

Long-distance highway transport of goods to Tibet was centrally
subsidized. So most retailed prices there were the same as at their
points of origin. Tea, for example, was sold at only 40 per cent
of its delivered cost to the central government. The annual volume
of freight brought in had increased almost threefold since 1959. Sup-
plies on the market were in Lhasa, at any rate, more varied than
in some interior towns; some factories in China’s inner provinces wete
commissioned to produce goods specially for Tibet’s needs, with
further increases later.

China’s central government bore all costs for personnel sent for
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research and development in Tibet, and for students sent from Tibet
to schools and colleges elsewhere in China.

Since 1959, state loans to Tibetan peasants, herdsmen and their
collectives, given at low interest or none, had becn used by them to
buy tens of thousands of draught animals and hundreds of thousands
of farm tools of different kinds.

Prices paid for the agricultural or pastoral products of Tibet's
peasants and herdsmen, had been raised several times. In the 1970’s
they were from 20 to 75 per cent higher than those paid in 1959,
depending on the category. The prices charged by state retail outlets
in Tibet for articles of daily use, on the other hand, were 20 to 80
per cent lower than in 1959, and their total sales had risen six times.
In 1980-81 central subsidies to the Tibet region totalled 1.04 billion
yuan — some 98 per cent of its budget or about 612 yuan per inhabi-
tant. Moreover, the state pledged a 10 per cent annual increase in
subsidies for the following years.

All these were measures to help the Tibetan people proceed from
formal equality, as specified by China’s Constitution, to actual
equality — which can come only with extensive development of ma-
terial production, education and other fields. At that point, of course,
they would begin to contribute to, as well as draw on, the wealth of
the entire multinational state.

Needed, for really expanding Tibet’s economy, is a railway. Its
construction faces many obstacles, high mountains, broad rivers,
morasses, shifting sands and permafrost. In operation and fuelling,
there will also be knotty problems to solve. In 1979, railheads were
already moving closer to Tibet — in the north they reached Golmud,
in neighbouring Qinghai Province. A southern approach was being
discussed. I hope to make a future trip by train.

Impressive beyond words were the changes in Lhasa itself be-
tween my three visits.

In 1955, in contrast to the democratic and socialist new look being
assumed by the rest of China, the region’s capital had been deeply
feudal. Medievally flamboyant, the Potala Palace of the Dalai Lama,
with its sun-lit roofs of sheet gold on top and its vaults for stored
wealth and dank, scorpion-infested dungeons for dissenters below,



30 TIBET TRANSFORMED

towered above unspeakable medieval squalor. A third of Lhasa’s
population then were beggars and vagrants. Outside the walls of
the great lamaseries and park-encircled mansions, one could see them
huddling in rotting hovels or tiny ragged tents, the starvation-doomed,
the ill and the old contesting with stray dogs for filthy morsels amid
excrement and fetid pools. Mounted aristocrat-officials clothed in
brilliant brocade and choice wool, followed by retinues varying with
their rank, clattered in pomp through the streets. Ragged, grime-
besmeared and with eyes down (for it was brutally punishable in-
solence to look above a noble’s or high lama’s knees) serfs and slaves
toiled unpaid for them in the dust. High and low, the belief had
for centuries been enforced on the Tibetans that everyone’s station
was predetermined by karma or fate, by virtues to be rewarded or
faults to be expiated from past lives. Hence, it was deemed senseless
for the rich (even though minor charities were esteemed) to have
qualms about the essential fact that they were sitting on the necks of
the poor. And both criminal and blasphemous for the poor not to
patiently bear the yoke.!

New China’s five-star banner already flew over Lhasa. The
first two of the great highways from the interior converged on it.
The first modern hospital and lay primary school had been built.
But in inner administration, in return for the public promises it had
given to sever ties with imperialism and not to obstruct the reform
(both ultimately dishonoured) the old Tibetan local government, upper
lamas and lay aristocrats still held sway.

Unforgettably symbolic were the sights on October 1, 1955, Na-
tional Day, the sixth anniversary of the founding of the People’s Re-
public of China, at the huge mass meeting held on the open ground
before the Potala. Behind the rostrum was a giant portrait of Chair-
man Mao Zedong, flanked by those of the Dalai Lama, then pledged
to the 1951 Agreement, and the Panchen Erdeni. On the reviewing
stand were central government cadres in plain blue cloth uniforms,
and members of the kashag in robes of gold brocade. While crimson
banners fluttered overhead the old Lhasa police, still unteorganized,
loped through the throng, their rifles left behind for the day but their
whips slowly swinging. True, I did not see them hit anyone, it was
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hardly the place or the time. But nothing illustrated more vividly the
smouldering contradictions of those years, between the larger entity,
the socialist state of which Tibet was a constituent part, and the still
extant local serfowner control. Between the people and the red
flag stood the whip. This had to change, by reform or by explosion,
and in 1959 it did — by explosion.

Until the serfowner regime itself, by launching armed revolt,
tore up the 1951 Agreement on Measures for the Peaceful Liberation
of Tibet, the central government carried out its own part. Under it,
everything undertaken to help the people had to be done via the
feudal local authorities or with their consent. But the latter thought
mainly of how to frustrate the inevitable process of change.

The People’s Government had introduced the innovation, for
Tibet, of wages for work on public projects. But many of the serfs
and slaves engaged had their wages taken away by master or head-
man. Their very persons were others’ property, so by slaveholder
logic their earnings were claimed as well.

Schools were beginning to be built. But while religious instruc-
tion was compulsory, by accommodation with the old local authorities
the teaching of natural science was resisted by them as “contrary to
the faith” — they would not accommodate in this respect. Nor could
history be taught or anything about exploitation in a land where the
labour of others was appropriated in the most naked way, without
even the intermediacy of money (many serfs worked 300 days a year
for lamaseries or nobles as corvée, and only the rest for “‘themselves”
subject to heavy taxes).

Cadres from among the Tibetan masses were beginning to be
trained, though in the teeth of much obstruction, both within Tibet
and in nationalities institutes in other parts of China. Besides polit-
ical and general education, they were learning many technical skills
that Tibet needed. But how could they serve their people when, the
moment they returned to their home villages or towns, they could be
reclaimed by their owners as unfree menials, or even killed for so
much as opening their mouths? Most, in fact, were unable to return
until they did so for the democratic reform in 1959, usually as activists
in it.2
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That was how the contrast between the situation in Tibet and
that in the rest of the multinational country became a sharp contra-
diction within Tibet itself, soluble only by revolution, a knot finally
cut by the serfowner rebellion and its quick defeat.

So it will be seen that the previous period, beginning with the
entry of the People’s Liberation Army under the 1951 Agreement, was
not static but one of inner movement. It was in those years that the
new piled up its impetus for victory over the old. It was then that
new ideas, confirmed by their own experience, took root among the
masses. The revolution was not brought, holus-bolus, from outside
Tibet.

Its causes were inherent in Tibet’s society; for centuries there
had been sporadic instances of serf-and-slave revolt and resistance.?
The new environment in all China incubated these causes to critical
heat and protected the smouldering flame, which at length became a
region-wide blaze.

“The people observed for eight years, thought for eight years,
compared for eight years,” was one often-heard characterization. The
grapes of wrath were ripening.

By the middle 1950’s an increasing number of Tibet’s oppressed
had begun to ask, ever more sharply and explicitly, why their tradi-
tional rulers, while paying lip service to the progress of the national-
ity, opposed every improvement for the mass of its members. Why
did they continue to flog and to mutilate — as described in our chapter
“The Accusers”’? Why did they hound the children of the poor who
dared to go to the new free schools, and cruelly retaliate against their
parents, as happened typically with Ngawang Gyatso (in Chapter 12)?
Was this a defence of “nation and faith”, as they unctuously claimed,
or just self-interested defence of serfdom?

The policy of the Chinese Communist Party was to give the reac-
tionaries all possible opportunities to adjust. If they would make terms
with the inevitable progress and the interests of their own people, so
much the better — and it would be made easy for them. But if they
stuck blindly to medievalism, tried forcibly to resist history and dis-
played their incorrigibility to the increasingly aware majority by overt
action, then that would be the time to hit them hard and decisively,
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mobilize the already outraged people and sweep away the anachronis-
tic oppression at one stroke.

The die-hard serfowners, who rebelled, thought that through the
force of tradition, appeals to anti-Han prejudice and their own still
fearsome local power, they had the Tibetan masses fast in their grip.
They miscalculated. But when it temporized and when it took swift
action, the Party placed its ultimate trust in the class awakening of
the oppressed, in the brotherhood of the working people of all China’s
nationalities and in the solidarity of all other elements among them
that saw the mutual advantages of unity for common progress. Events
proved it right. Otherwise, the rebellion would never have been
quelled with such speed in this mountain land, where guerrilla warfare
could be waged endlessly in any popular cause. The vast majority of
the Tibetans would not have opposed or refused aid to the rebels; as
they in fact did, with many arming themselves in the process. And
the democratic reform with the material and mental transformations
it brought could never have taken piace.

* * %*

The new Lhasa I saw on my second trip, in 1965, was the fruit
of the post-1959 upsurge. The Potala, still there and resplendent, no
longer awed the pilgrim as “built by the gods”, or as the main wonder.
The fresh marvel was the constructive leap of the previous few years
and particularly the previous few months.

In front of the great palace, the just-finished Museum of the
Tibetan Revolution, erected in record time by the famous Construction
Team No. 4 of modern-styled Tibetan builders, presented hall after
hall of exhibits which gave a better reason than ‘“fate” for the past
misery of one out of every ten Tibetans. The accumulated wealth of
the successive Dalai Lamas — the furs, jewels and utensils of pure
gold, brought for the first time from the Potala’s chambers and vaults,
matched in their opulent splendour those of the Czars of old Russia
who had 160 million subjects to sweat while the Dalais had less than
a million. Here too, one could learn how ‘“fate” is reversed. The
people had taken the power and the land and thrown off the exploita-
tion which had robbed them of as much as 8o per cent of their
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produce. Since then and for the producers’ own use, Tibet’s grain
crop had increased by almost half, and the number of its cattle and
sheep by over a third.

By 1976, the Tibetan countryside organized in communes was
producing 2 14 times as much grain as in 1959 (regional self-sufficiency
had been reached in 1974). The number of livestock had almost
doubled, and was 26 per cent more than in 1965.

Evidence of the new life was already everywhere in 196;s.
Across the square, also freshly built, stood the headquarters of the
Autonomous Region, newly built in Tibetan style. Beside it was the
People’s Palace of Culture, with 1,200 seats in its main hall — not bad
for such a small city which had other theatres and halls, and packed
night after night with men and women who had only recently lived
in cattle-sheds. Nearby was a big new State Department Store, stock-
ing a wide variety of goods from needles and thread to transistor
radios, sewing-machines and bicycles. Many were being purchased
by people who were themselves bought and sold before 1959.

Lhasa boasted several kilometres of new, brightly lit asphalted
streets with underground drains (there had not been an inch of cither
in 1955). A women’s pipe-laying team was installing the first mains
for running water. No more living-skeleton beggars, stinking ditches
or refuse-filled pools.

New buildings included an aitline termiral and a long-distance
bus station. From the latter, one could travel in motor coaches special-
ly made for the high plateau in Shanghai and Jinan, well-heated and
equipped with oxygen.

Since the liberation, and particularly since the democratic reform,
Lhasa bas built ten times as much floor space (in dwellings, factories,
offices, schools, hospitals, theatres, etc.) as in its previous 1,300 years.

In pre-liberation Lhasa, electricity had been available only to
the Dalai Lama and a few aristocrats, and that erratically, for the tiny
British-built generating station was generally out of order. In 1955
there had not been much more. In 1965, nine-tenths of the city’s homes
had electricity, used not only for light but frequently for cooking.

In 1976, Lbhasa bhad three power stations, two bydroelectric and
one thermal. Some factories were generating their own current. Solar
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power was beating water in public baths A geothermal power plant
was being built not far off. Not long afterwards an experimental
installation began work along with additional conventional power
stations (and by 1980 two additional geothermal ones were under con-
struction). Small bydropower stations in Tibet by 1979 numbered over
500 and in 1981 some §oo.

Lhasa had no modern industry in 1955. By 1965, it had such essen-
tial plants as truck-repair and cement works, as well as some con-
sumers’ goods factories. By 1976 its products included farm machines,
tractor parts, small turbine-generators and electric motors for rural
use. In Tibet as a whole, factories grew from hardly any in 1955 to
67 in 1965, to 260 in 1976, and some 300 later. Industry accounted
for a quarter of Tibet’s gross output.

By then, one third of Lhasa’s people were workers or employees
(some of the rest were peasants in rural suburbs). Households with
industrial workers of two generations, such as Lhadrup’s, described
in Chapter 22, were not uncommon. Interestingly, a section of the
workers were former young lamas. In all Tibet, the working class,
virtually non-existent in 1955, had grown to 25,000 in 1965, some 65,000
in 1976, and over 70,000 in 1978.

Modern buildings and facilities do not in themselves prove prog-
ress. If imperialism and not the Chinese revolution had triumphed
in Tibet, it too might have added some towering edifices to Lhasa’s
skyline — a multi-storey Shangri-la Hotel run by some great interna-
tional chain, perhaps, with oxygenated Potala-view luxury suites for
those able to foot the bill. It would not be too far-fetched to imagine,
among its features, a Reincarnation Dance Lounge with statues of
many-armed Passion Buddhas engaged in ritual coitus unveiled each
midnight to titillate the guests. Or a bar tastefully named the Slave
Dungeon by some high-powered entrepreneur.® Or, in the city as a
whole, a situation such as I once ran into in the southwestern U.S.A.
with its Amerindian people so strikingly like the Tibetans.® There, in
Taos, New Mexico, in the McCarthyite eatly 1950’s the hotel pro-
prietors had smelled a “Red plot” in the demand of younger Indians,
returned World War II veterans, that elementary modern comforts be
installed in their Pueblo, the oldest continuously inhabited structure on
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what is now U.S. soil. Why? Because seekers of the exotic would hard-
ly pay to look at the 1ith century if the picture was *‘ruined” by such
things as electric lights and running water. Just as some might think
Lhasa “spoiled” by more Tibetans wearing overalls and operating
turbines, and a smaller number twirling prayer wheels.

In 1976, when we were there, one writer-visitor did so react. He
mourned, in Time magazine, ‘“Traditional Tibet is the dying wonder
of the world.”” That the emergence of the new Tibet is a newborn won-
der seems to have escaped him. Yet such it is, even in the most literal
sense of “newborn”. As a result of the changes described, and with
free medical care, there are now four Tibetans in the region for every
three in 1959. Perhaps devotees of the past would prefer to travel to
the old Lhasa by some sort of reverse levitation rather than to socialist
Lhasa by airliner. It’s too late for that.

To give him the benefit of a doubt, the “dying wonder” obsetrver
might have been influenced by some distortions that indeed existed
in the 1970’s — when in all China (not only Tibet) even the useful and
legitimate features of the past were unhistorically and arbitrarily de-
nounced under the baneful influence of the ‘‘gang of four”. And
when some customs whose future might have better been left to the
progress of education and science and the voluntary choice of those
concerned were unwarrantedly interfered with. But if those defects
were all he saw, he plainly misunderstood the basic policies of the
Chinese revolution, including those concerning nationalities, which
have since inevitably reasserted themselves.

Under those policies, the best achievements of the past made by
Tibet’s warm, brave, talented and hard-working people over the
centuries are being preserved and developed. There are such achieve-
ments, most worthy of esteem, in architecture, in early bridge build-
ings, medicine, arts and crafts, in the vigorous and beautiful songs,
dances and drama forms of the Tibetans, and in their abundant and
ancient literature except where it has been altogether vitiated by mo-
nastic obscurantism. All now belong to their creators, the Tibetan
masses, not just to an enslaving minority. The same is true of the
rich and ancient Tibetan language. In the old society, 95 per cent in
Tibet were illiterate. Today the vast majority of school-age children
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are learning to read and write in their own tongue, with a work fund
being expanded to meet new needs but happily rid of such features
as a servile vocabulary for fawning on *‘superiors”’, and a contemp-
tuous one for talking down to “inferiors”’. The criticism may be made
that much more could have been done in recent years in building a
contemporary Tibetan-language culture. And justly so as there have
been setbacks and delays. That is why new positive efforts are being
rallied to that end. But no one can negate the basic progress already
made, which has cleared the way and laid the indispensable ground-
work for further advance.

On the “roof of the world”’, as elsewhere in China, the distortions
of the decade in which the “gang of four” ran riot, and the effects
of the ultra-Leftism they fed and fostered, had their negative effects.
Some, as in the sphere of education, were part of the country-wide
picture. Others, concerning national and religious matters, had to do
with local problems. But in Tibet, due to direct attention by Mao
Zedong and Zhou Enlai, the relative steadiness and continuity of the
region’s leading bodies, and the great distance which put it out of the
range of much of the disruption, these effects were in general less
than in other national autonomous regions.

Already in 1973 Mao Zedong called for a campaign for “‘re-educa-
tion” in China’s sound basic policy toward nationalities, to prevent
its erosion, re-assert it and give it fuller play. In 1976, when we were
there, such a campaign was under way. In 1980, the same stress was
made in important new measures for the development of the Tibetan
region.

Some of the fairly numerous correspondents of the major Western
news media who made their first visits to Lhasa in the summer of
1979 registered surprise as the depth of respect in which the Party and
Chairman Mao Zedong were held there. A few even termed it
“anachronistic”’. If my own direct observations over 20 years are any
guide, what was anachronistic was their own point of departure, since
they were more than two decades behind on the main reasons why
such feelings among the Tibetan people are not surprising but natural.

The Chinese Communist Party and Mao are indeed esteemed in
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Tibet. And the Party since the days when it brought liberation to
Tibet, has become internalized as the core of its progress. At its third
regional congress, in 1977 (the first was held in 1971) Tibetans, pre-
dominantly of serf and slave origin, comprised three-fifths of the del-
egates who represented 55,000 members, including those in the PLA
units guarding China’s southwestern border. A quarter of the del-
egates were women. Of the seven regional secretaries elected, four
were Tibetan (though the first secretary was not). There are Tibetans
in the Central Committee of the Party for all China.

Different indeed from any colonial or semi-colonial path is the
road of Tibet within socialist China. As we have seen from facts and
figures, Tibet is massively assisted, and in no way exploited by the
majority nationality. Economic errors were made, involving waste
of labour and funds, which was true in other areas of China as well,
but nothing was taken away from the Region and its people for the
material benefit of anyone anywhere else.

Yet this has likewise been ignored by some briefly-visiting corre-
spondents who seem to relish the word ‘“‘colonial” in relation to Tibet,
just as they have tended to ignore the social nature of the change
there. One of them in 1979, even found it possible to write that for
the Tibetan peasants life had become ‘“more circumspect” and
“duller” than under the old feudal order. *“More circumspect” than
when the serfowner could deprive them of life or limb for a glance or
a word?

Even in such reports, however, the improvement in the Tibetans’
lives was generally affirmed, a welcome contrast with the formerly
standard tales of the Region being “stripped bare’.

Also laid low for good were the old nonsensical tales of *“‘geno-
cide”, the “swamping of Tibet by Han immigrants” and the like.
Everyone now admits the great increase in the number of Tibetans.
As for the non-Tibetan civil population of the region, at the end of
the 1970’s was about 7 per cent, mostly rotating and not permanent.

The time will come when the most basic shifts, the qualita-
tive transformations, will also be more generally understood. Among
these, the most important is that the former setfs and slaves of Tibet,
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the main body of the nationality, having fought through from one
world to another in their conditions, outlook and prospects, are in-
creasingly equipped to face and solve with confidence the problems
that still lie ahead.

Let us now meet some of the pecople.






REVOLUTION IN THE MANORS



CHAPTER 3

SERFS AND SLAVES RULE
KHAESUM MANOR

Politically, the serfowners’ rule in old Tibet was centred in
Lhasa. Its base, however, was in their rural estates. In the fertile
Loka (Shannan) area, in 1965 and again in 1976, we visited Khaesum
manor, ancestral seat and one of the many feudal holdings of Surk-
hang Wangching Galei, last head of the Dalai’s kashag or local gov-
ernment, who in 1959 became a rebel and fled to India,! later moving
to the U.S.A.

I bad met Sutkhang when he was still in office. Like many
Lhasa nobles, he was silk-wrapped, soft-bodied and effete. In marked
contrast to the working people of Tibet, whose frank faces so readily
reveal their emotions, his white pasty visage, clouded eyes, soft mouth
and sidelong smile were all concealment. Nowhere more than in
Tibet, in fact, were the rich and the poor so much “two nations”. Of
this Surkhang was a vivid example.

When 1 first visited Lhasa in 1955, we journalists had lived in
one of Surkhang’s mansions there, though not as his guests — it had
been rented from him as a hostel. It was Tibetan in architecture, but
its interior fittings were mostly Western, imported through India. I
remember in particular the exposed ceiling beams, which were of
bridge-girder steell Incongruously they had been painted in floral de-
signs on a blue background as was traditional with wooden beams in

42
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Tibet. Cut into one-metre lengths and transportcd by yak over the
towering Himalayas, they were then riveted together again for Surk-
hang’s domestic purposes (as was the fashion then among the Lhasa
top crust). One can only imagine how many peasants or herdsmen,
pressed into feudal transport service, had toiled and been frozen on
the arduous journey over the windswept §5,000-metre high passes to
bring them here.

Around Surkhang’s house were broad English-type lawns, edged
with tended beds of flamboyant dahlias and other flowers. Like a bit
of Hampton Court. And outside the walls, Lhasa’s homeless and
starving poor were fighting with the dogs for scraps of food.

At Khaesum manor in 1965 we learned, as we could not have
done ten years earlier, what lay behind Surkhang and his opulent way
of life. Erected four hundred years ago, the building was rougher
and more fortress-like than his Lhasa pleasance, and in fact had for
decades been occupied by bailiffs, and not by the Surkhangs them-
selves who had long since become absentee landlords. But Khaesum
was the root of their exploited wealth, the ancestral nest of their
parasitism. As such it was of greater interest. For the places where
riches are produced are much more instructive than those where they
are consumed.

So proud had Surkhang Wangching Galei’s forebears been of
their first tall stone manor that they had chopped off the right hand
of its serf architect to ensure he could never design another like it.
So open had been their exploitation that they had named the house
kbae-sum (meaning “three bounties’) to record the fact, we were told,
that it cost them nothing for labour, stone or timber, all exacted as
tribute. Under the massive edifice, they had ordered buried alive,
crouched, an eight-year-old boy slave, so that the mansion would
“stand forever’”? — on the bones and the backs of the oppressed, the
dead and the living.

And stand on this basis it did, through three centuries of unal-
loyed feudal rule and a fourth when its lords, the Surkhangs, hooked
up with imperialism as well. Surkhang Dzasa, father of Wangching
Galei, was one of the British Indian Empire’s prized helpers in its
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century-old frontier ‘“‘forward policy”’, the so-called “Great Game”,
which was aimed, among other things, at detaching Tibet from China.
After World War 1I, when the United States inherited this objective
in eleventh-hour manoeuvres against the Chinese revolution, Surk-
hang Dzasa called in Washington in talks with its emissaries for arms
and finances for the Tibetan serfowners.

In his book Out of This World (1952), Lowell Thomas, Jr. wrote
of a conversation with the two “Foreign Ministers” of the kashag, of
whom Surkhang Dzasa was one:

. . the Ministers, without any fancy camouflage, came to
the point directly: “If the Communists strike Tibet, will America
help? And to what extent?”” . . . The most important require-
ment, of course, is skilful guerrilla forces. To create these, Tibet
needs arms and advice, principally from the outside. Arms
would include weapons especially adapted to guerrilla warfare.

The kind of advice needed is technical instruction in
the proper use and maintenance of this modern equipment, and
in the most advanced methods of guetrilla strategy.?

So much for the record of Surkhang the father. His sons carried
it on. Wangching Galei, after studying in the British school at
Gyangzé, became prominent in the acquisition of arms from Britain
in 1941. Though China was then resisting Japanese imperialism,
Britain, her nominal ally, was arming Tibetan separatists against
China. Then, before the peaceful liberation of Tibet in 1951, Surkhang
ran off to India. He returned later, on British and other advice, to
sit in the kashag, as one of the time-bombs that went off in the 1959
revolt. His younger brother, Surkhang Lhawang-Dorje, who had
studied at Darjeeling and received military training from the British
army, went to the U.S. and Britain as a member of the Tibetan
separatist ‘‘trade mission” in 1947 and, after 1951, established himself
as one of the separatist contact men at Kalimpong, India.

Such were the ex-masters of Khaesum manor. But their reliance
on imperialism, which was not only an individual but a class matter,
failed to preserve theit power over their bondsmen.
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In 1965 we found the manor’s many bedrooms occupied by Surk-
hang’s former house-slaves, who had once slept with the animals in
its sheepfolds and cow byres. In one of its halls members of the
Young Communist League, who were their sons and daughters, held
literacy and political classes and ran a reading room. Having driven
out the bailiffs who robbed them, the people of the former feudal
estate were tilling the land for their own benefit under leaders from
their own ranks who had formerly shared their woe as they now
shared their victory.

All this was not achieved overnight by the People’s Liberation
Army’s suppression of the imperialist-backed 1959 feudal rebellion.
Nor was it automatically accomplished by the subsequent order of
the government of the People’s Republic of China dissolving the
kashag and depriving the Surkhangs and their like of official rank.
These measures represented strong support by the hundreds of mil-
lions of people of China’s other nationalities to the million Tibetan
serfs and slaves. But the latter, led by the Party, including the area’s
own first Communists, still had to make the revolution for themselves.
That was decisive. For the new life cannot come as a gift. Only the
oppressed and exploited themselves can really uproot old tyrannies,
and change, in that fight, into free men and women — masters of the
land and their own fate.

Between 1959 and 1965, a whole series of mass struggles were
waged by them. First came a preliminary campaign known as the
“three againsts”’ (against the rebellion, personal servitude and corvée
labour) and “two reductions” (of rent and interest). Then the serfs
and slaves divided their former masters’ estates. Still later they
united into mutual-aid teams to raise production for themselves
and all Tibet. Steadily, the Communist Party was built from their
ranks and the new state power of the oppressed set up in every village.
It was in these campaigns, aided materially and morally by the people
of all China, that Tibetan cadres were trained, and the masses won
their understanding of what had happened in the past and what had
to be done in the future.
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THE OLD MANORIAL ECONOMY

Ngawang, who in 1965 was aged 42 and head of the village gov-
crnment, told us the story of the old and new Khaesum. Heavy-
shouldered and strong-limbed, his broad weatherbeaten moustached
face topped with a broad-brimmed “Anzac” felt hat, he had been
Surkhang’s serf. But even this status, he related grimly, had been
hard to maintain. For he had had to hand over several sons and
daughters to the manor for an even worse life as household slaves or
nangzan (when a poor serf family had more than two or three chil-
dren, this was often the only way it could hope to keep them alive).
Ngawang had laboured on the estate under five different si-dui, or
bailiffs. So his account of its former manorial economy, as well as
of its current mutual-aid stage and plans for the socialist future, was
concrete and informed.

In 1959, he told us, the Khaesum estate had 26 households of
tralpa (regular serfs owing corvée to the old local government as
well as to their masters’ manors), and 32 of duichun (‘‘irregular”
serfs or cotters, some of them runaways from their original manors;
these people were often poorer and had smaller allotments than the
tralpa, and some worked as artisans). Besides, there were 72 nangzan
slaves. The latter were counted as individuals, not households, for
as slaves they had no more right to a family than did a horse.

All these oppressed folk together, numbering about 200, tilled
126 hectares of fields. The best land, about 40 per cent of the total,
comprised Surkhang’s ‘“home farm’, worked by slaves and by serfs
on corvée labour. Another 29 per cent was allotted to serf house-
holds, 28 per cent was worked by duichun on a rental basis, and 3
per cent by other duichun who paid combined rent and feudal service.

The average yield then was 7.5 khal' of grain — equivalent to
625 kilogrammes (0.625 ton) of grain per hectare. On this basis, the
duichun’s rent was fixed at 6 kbal, or 8o per cent of the crop.

From the home farm and other receipts, Surkhang’s bailiff, after
providing for seed and other needs on the estate, sent (63.5 tons) of
grain to his master in Lhasa each year.

Besides grain, Ngawang said, Surkhang took many other things
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from the people of Khaesum. Its 26 serf families, as part of their
rent in kind, had to deliver to him each year in food products 1,500
eggs, 24 big sacks of flour, 12 loads of vegetables, and special delica-
cies such as ham and garlic. Besides they had to hand over 35 sacks
of wool, shorn from their own sheep.

Writing the section “Manor” in the Encyclopaedia Britannica
(uth ed.) the lifelong scholar of feudalism Paul Vinogradoff noted,
with regard to Europe, that the characteristic dualism of manorial life
combined the working of a central home farm and of its economic
satellites, providing services and contributions toward the formation
of manorial stores. So also in Tibet.

For the serfs, the worst imposition was labour rent, or corvée.
Their 26 families, totalling 104 persons, had to supply 45 able-bodied
men, each to do 180 days of such tribute labour. And this generally
meant that the best workers were constantly away from the family
plot (and invariably so at the busy farm season) when most needed.
A host of other services had to be performed for the lord and bailiff.
One was to carry the grain due to Surkhang, while supplying their
own food, all the way to Lhasa, a cross-mountain trip so hard that
Ngawang recalled three men personally known to him being frozen to
death on the route. Other required items of unpaid labour were:

Ken-ge — long distance carriage of goods generally to Lhasa;

Tun-ge — shorter distance carriage of goods or letters;

Gumbe-gyantse — transport of grains from Surkhang’s lands and
for milling;

Ba-ge — carriage of other goods and mail between Surkhang’s
estates;

Sha-ji — carriage of mail between stages.

The bailiff also had his special perquisite. He could require
serfs to do milking, baby-minding and household chores for his own
family.

Again for comparison I quote below (condensing slightly) from
the article on ‘“Manor” in the Encyclopaedia Britannica which de-
scribes the plight of the setf in medieval England:
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The hardship of his condition lay in the services due from
him. He paid for his holdings in money, labour and kind. 1In
labour he paid more heavily. Week by week he had to come
with his own plough and oxen to plough the lord’s demesne;
when ploughing was done he had to harrow, to reap the crops,
to thresh or carry them or do whatever was required until his
allotted number of days of labour in the year was done. Beyond
this, the lord might request extra days in harvest or other seasons
of emergency and could not be denied. Further, all the car-
riage of the manor was provided by the villeins, even to places
as much as 100 miles away. Mending of ploughs, hedging,
ditching, sheep shearing and other miscellaneous work also fell
on him and it is sometimes hard to see what time remained to
him to work on his own holdings. In kind, he generally render-
ed honey, eggs, chickens and perhaps a ploughshare.

Modern Tibetan serfdom, however, was even more onerous;
in feudal England, apparently, the serf, as distinct from the slave,
was not transferred from owner to owner, except as part of the land.
But in Tibet the degradation of serfs to full slavery, with transfer or
sale away from family and land, was quite common.

Such were the exactions of the manor itself. But the list did
not end here.

Besides duties to the estate, the Khaesum setfs owed others to
the kashag, the local government. They were compelled to pay it
an annual levy of about 1.5 tons of grain with another tax in money,
and perform free ula service for its travelling officials and couriers,
a burden particularly feared and resented. It involved, among other
things, having available at all times barley meal, vegetable oil and
cushions for their entertainment and, for the couriers, a remount and
a groom. The slightest neglect or tardiness was punished by savage
whipping. Further obligations to the kashag included means of
transport for its grain; peas as fodder for its horses; dyestuffs for its
clothing workshops; the delivery of specified amounts of timber or
wool; and the supply of harness bells. Finally, the kashag collected
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the “ear tax™ (for the earings or pendants all Tibetans used to wear),
a tax on every birth and another for every death.

Nor was this the end. For there was also the Lamaist church.
Khaesum’s tribute to the monasteries was set at half a ton of grain,
the daily labour of three horses and the labour of one man for every
1.7 hectares of land on the estate — 74 men were thus liable. Besides
there were payments for chanting the scriptures every time the lamas
came round, with butter and oil required for the ceremonies and for
the monks’ food.?

Listening, I seemed to feel the weight of those endless burdens
pressing down on my own back. And I realized why Ngawang, like
other Tibetans who had begun to study Marxism, did not find it at
all hard to understand the Marxist labour theory of value, which
measures exploitation as unpaid labour time wrung from the worker.
In capitalist society, this essence is obscured by wages, rents and prices
in money. In feudal Tibet, the people experienced it in its direct
raw form. So what Marx had to prove to Europeans by deep-going
analysis seemed, even to the most unlettered, quite self-evident. Hence
also the Tibetan serfs’ invariably concrete reckoning of their political
liberation in terms of freed labour power, freed from so-and-so many
days of forced labour each year.

Usury, too, was a mountainous burden, which Ngawang described
in furious and incisive detail.

Of the 58 serf and duichun families in old Khaesum, only one —
that of a minor overseer — had been free of debt. The rest, up to
1959 had owed between them 79 tons of grain, about 1.4 tons for each
family. On such debts to the lamaseries, borrowers had to pay back
six measures for every five borrowed, that is, 20 per cent annual in-
terest. On grain loans from the bailiff, the interest was 40 per cent.
On those from the kashag which also lent grain, it was 25 per cent
before 1951 (it was reduced to 10 per cent in the period between the
arrival of the People’s Liberation Army in 1951 and the democratic
reform in 1959). For money debts, which averaged some 40 silver
dollars per family in Khaesum, the rate was generally 25 per cent
per annum.

Finally, Khaesum’s setfs and duichun had had to pay seven per
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cent annually on 16,000 silver dollars (about 285 dollars per family)
which they had never borrowed at all! This sum had been advanced
to Ganden monastery in Lhasa by the treasury of the Thirteenth Dalai
Lama, who had bestowed on Ganden the right to make Khaesum’s
toilers pay the interest. From then on, the Ganden lamas had turned
up regularly each year to collect, and in case of default had the right
to beat the delinquents to death or force them to work off the due
sum in labour. This mortgage on the Khaesum people had weighed
on them through all living memory.

The duichun, or cotters, had a bit more personal freedom than the
serfs. But economically they could be even poorer, more exploited
and more insecure. “Often,” said Pema Thondhup, in 1965 the dep-
uty head of Khaesum township who was himself of this class, “a
family would have only one quilt to cover five or six people.” Not
recognized as belonging to the estate they had no customary right to
an allotment in return for labour service. Instead, they were rented
odd bits of land for whatever payment the lord or his bailiff chose
to exact in kind, money or labour. They were allowed to build huts
on such land, but at their own expense. Having no lord of their
own to protect them (i.e., to claim the right to punish them but deny
it to other aristocrats), they could be beaten or killed by any member
of the top strata. And if their original lords traced and pursued
them to their new location (many came as runaways) they could be
seized as fugitives. In this case the retribution was dire; the best
they could hope for, if the recapturing lord was more greedy than
bloodthirsty, was to pay a special poll tax for as long as they remained
away. In short, the “freedom’ of the duichun was largely fictitious —
if these “masterless people” did not quickly attach themselves to
some estate they were destitute and everyman’s prey.t

Nangzan, or slaves, had no personal freedom at all. True, they
paid no rent or tribute. But this was simply because they had no
property, being themselves property. Possessing no homes, they
were driven in gangs to the fields at daylight, locked into the mastet’s
courtyard to prevent escape at night and fed like work-beasts with
ladled-out swill. Those put to spinning or other tasks in the galleries
around the inner courtyard sometimes had the hems of their gowns
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sealed to the floor to prevent them from leaving unobserved. On
no account could they break the seals before the overscer removed
them at nightfall. If they needed to perform their natural functions,
they did so where they stood, like tethered cattle. They lived with
the animals, were worked harder and treated more cruelly.

Ngawang and others had seen, personally, six men and women
flogged till they died, seven frozen or starved to death and sixteen
crippled by torture. Not only slaves, but *“‘recalcitrant” serfs were
so treated. Such was the frightful public execution of Tseley Dorje,
who had refused to do excessive corvée. First he was hung by the
hair from a beam, then stripped naked, then had sharp wood slivers
attached with small coloured pennants stuck through his fingers, then
flogged till virtually not an inch of his skin was left whole, then
submerged in boiling oil to put an end to his life. Later, his three
brothers were similarly tormented and killed, allegedly for theft but
actually to punish the entire household and frighten others into
obedience.

Compare this with the savage punishments in a similar feudal
situation in 1oth century England:

A freeman guilty of theft was hanged, a woman of the same
status flung from a cliff or drowned, but slaves were tortured
or burnt. . . . The stealing of cattle followed by flight doubtless
offered a chance of self liberation. In any case, (king) Aethelstan
ordered that each of a group of 8o slaves were to pay three
pence to the owner of the guilty slave; they were then to stone
him to death if he were a man.... Women slaves were burnt
at the stake. “If we relax this peace ordinance,” the bishops and
reeves who authorized similar penalties in London declared,
“then we may expect that these thieves will have the upper hand
even more than they did in the past.””’

In Tibet, too, fear of self-liberating action by the oppressed, in
any form, was the motive for the bestial mutilations and executions
by the serfowner-slaveowner class, for why else would they destroy
or cripple the labour-power that was the source of their own wealth?

~ The masters were deathly afraid of the slightest defiance, lest
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the flame spread. In 1927, in Khaesum, the setfs and slaves rose in
a body to drive out the bailiff. Some writers — apologists of
serfdom — have said that the people in old Tibet were “contented with
their lot” and hence not really oppressed. Others, while admitting
or even condemning the oppression, considered it too heavy for anyone
to dare resist. Both views were wrong. Resistance of one kind
or another was constant, though due to sparse population, difficulties
of contact and great distances between manors, the actions were often
in one small locality at a time.

“I was a serf,” said Ngawang. “Our Party Secretary Nyima
Tsering was a slave. Let him tell you about their life of the slaves.”

KHAESUM’S PARTY SECRETARY

Nyima Tsering was a small, dark, restless man, with brooding
eyes set deeply in a narrow face. At 32, he had lived through social
changes that elsewhere take a thousand years. He had been slave
to a lord, then slave to a serf, and had several times been bartered
or given away. Never docile, he had been beaten half to death
more times than he could remember. Active in the democratic re-
form after 1959, by 1965 he had become a Communist Party branch
secretary and a deputy to the People’s Congress of the Tibet Autono-
mous Region.

He was born, he said, a hereditary slave of the Surkhangs, the
youngest of five children. When he was a year old, his father was
manhandled by a bailiff, returned home vomiting blood, and soon
died. His mother, despite her infant brood, had to go out to work
all day, every day. With no one to look after them, the four older
children perished. Two fell into the river and drowned. Two starved
to death. “I don’t know how I survived,” said Nyima Tsering.
“Mother got no ration for me. She would bring me some of the food
she was supposed to eat herself — in the bottom of her bowl. And
sometimes the other slaves would spare a bit.”

At eight the boy was put to labour. Soon afterwards Surkhang
bestowed him on a favourite upper setf, a woman named Tashi. She
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herself was liable to corvée. So she sent the child to perform it
in her stead. Self-willed and cruel, she would not let him see his
own mother. She whipped him “at least twice a day”.

“I suffered from the masters’ children, too,”” Nyima Tsering
recalled. “One day they wanted to beat me and I picked up a
stone. The bailiff saw this and bashed me about for a whole day.
When I staggered home, Tashi beat me again. ‘You're too close to
your mama here to work or behave properly,’ she screamed, and
sent me to be a slave to her relatives. There I had to herd a hundred
sheep. One day I fell asleep and some of them wandered off. As
punishment, I was shut up in the sheep pen without food. When I
got hungry my new masters crammed my mouth with sheep-dung.
I was only nine then.”

In this place Nyima Tsering’s clothes fell apart and he was given
a worn-out nun’s habit: all he had to wear, or cover himself with
at night. “It was full of lice,” he recalled, “and since nuns wear
red, they stood out, so no one would come near me. When I fell
ill and seemed about to die, they sent me back to Tashi. I had to
walk or crawl the three-day journey. I looked and smelled so bad
that when she saw me, Tashi yelled, ‘Your fate is evil. You bring
misfortune,” and drove me out. Only then did I dare go to Mother.
First she thought I was some beggar on his last legs. Then she rec-
ognized me and fainted. Then she pressed me to her heart and our
tears ran together.

“I was almost eaten up by those lice. They crawled from my
mouth and nose. Mother begged some vegetable oil to help me vomit
them up. She asked my step-father, who was a ragya-pa, one of the
caste that disposes of the dead, to get me clothes from a corpse.
Everyone else shunned such clothes, but how could we? She burned
that lousy nun’s dress. Slowly, I began to recover.”

Tashi, hearing of this, sent a slave with orders, “If the boy
Nyima still lives, he’s mine and must come to work today.” The
mother implored, “We are all poor, please tell her he’s still very ill.”
But the slave, frightened of her fierce mistress, took Nyima Tsering
back.

It wasn’t just that Tashi was cruel. She had her theories — those
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of climbers in all societies who betray their own class and not only
work, but think, for the oppressors on whose crumbs they live. Many
times she told Nyima Tsering, “All you slaves are our enemies, if
we aren’t strict you’ll rebel.”” Once her cows, which he was tending,
wandered into a field on Surkhang’s home farm and ate some of the
crop. For this Nyima Tsering was flogged in the manor, then further
tormented by Tashi who hung him up by the thumbs.

Instead of tea, slaves drank an infusion of bitter grass. But-
tered tea is regarded as Tibet’s customary beverage. But it was
not for the likes of Nyima Tsering. ‘“I'd seen it,”” he said, ‘“‘but never
tasted it.”

Holidays when good eating was supposedly traditional could
be even worse than ordinary times. “At the Ong-Kor (Harvest Ex-
pectation) Festival, the lords would say, ‘Today you’ll know what
a better life’s like.” But in fact we’'d get only the scrapings of the
skin bags in which butter had been stored, rancid and gritty. Rice was
considered a great delicacy. Once Tashi brought us, as a ‘favour’,
some that had been left over for five days, sour and sickening. We
had to eat it under her eyes, and thank her, though it made us gag.”

“It wasn’t just Tashi who said my fate was evil. I believed it
myself. My highest hope was to find a kinder master. But where?
I'd never run into one. Escape? I'd seen runaways caught and
tortured. Kill myself? The thought of Mother held me back. I
hoped some illness would kill me. But though often sick I always
recovered.

“When I was 20, I met a wandering beggar girl. We had a
child. But I could only feed it in secret. Just as my mother had
fed me.”

From Nyima Tsering’s words, and his look as he spoke them, I
knew that it was among the poorest of the poor in Tibet, among the
slaves who were permitted no family, that love burned highest and
family feeling was most self-sacrificing. The aristocrats, by contrast,
were insensate in their casual and self-indulgent amours, their care-
fully arranged marriages to accumulate estates and alliances, their
mutual back-stabbing even among the closest relatives and their ha-
bitual rapes of serf and slave women.
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“It wasn't till March 1959, when I was 24,” Nyima Tsering said,
“that I saw hope. The PLA suppressing the rebellion, came to our
place. Seeing the slaves half-naked and hungry, they gave us their
own clothes and food. So when the Communist Party led by Chair-
man Mao showed us the way forward, through the democratic reform,
we trusted and followed it. Nothing could make us go back to the
old life. Even the thought became intolerable. At last we dared to
speak the words in our hearts, dared to stand up.

“But the old masters and their hangers-on didn’t give up so
easily. They changed their tactics. Some who hadn’t fled in the
revolt courted us poor. Just imagine. They came to me, even a
slave like me, and said, ‘Don’t listen to those Hans, they’ll do you
no good. And the Tibetan cadres are just their bootlickers.” But
I already knew that I should listen to the Party, to those who, though
Hans, treated us as class brothers. I reported the provocations.
Brushing away fear, I became active in the reform. The slaves and
serfs elected me chairman of the peasant association.

“The reform gave me back my wife. We were reunited. We
got our own rooms, seven sheep, a cow, 15.5 kbal of land,? implements
to till it, new clothes, and a set of furniture. In September 1959, I
was sent with other reform activists to tour the interior — Beijing,
Wuhan, Nanjing, Tianjin, Shanghai and Anshan. I saw Chairman
Mao. I saw a future to fight for here in Tibet. Socialism, not just
property for ourselves, but a new kind of life. In 1960 I joined the
Party.”

KHAESUM’S ROAD FORWARD

From Nyima Tsering and other ex-serfs, slaves and “masterless
people”’ who had become Khaesum’s cadres we learned what hap-
pened after 1959.

First they took us around the manor-house itself. Formerly,
its 37 rooms had been occupied only by the bailiff, his sub-stewards
and their families. Now they accommodated the ex-slaves. We
visited one household living in four rooms, headed by a 46-year-old
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blind woman, Drolkar Tsering. She had been born, she said, “under
the cow’s belly” among the cattle, and so had her children. Proudly
she showed us her new quarters, the thick blankets on the beds, the
new clothes in the cupboards, the barley meal and other foods stored
by the kitchen stove. No one in her family had tasted tea or butter
before 1959. Now each consumed 12 tea-bricks and 15 kg. of butter
a year. The land they had received yielded not only their own food
grain, but a surplus which they sold to the state at a price that left
money for buying other necessities. They had been allotted two
draught animals, a good plough, other tools and six sheep. Young and
old looked well-fed and cheerful.

Chairman Ngawang described the division of means of produc-
tion in Khaesum. First, its people poured out their bitterness against
Surkhang, held struggle meetings against the bailiffs, and inventoried
the manor property. Then they shared out its land, animals and
agricultural tools. The first harvest that was their own, in the autumn
of 1959, yielded about the same amount of grain as under Surkhang.
“But there was a difference,” said Ngawang. *“We did not have to
pay anything out, though we didn’t yet sell any surplus. So we could
eat more than ever before. But we were still poor. That is why,
in November 1959 we responded to the Party’s suggestion that we
shift from individual farming to mutual aid.”

This decision helped raise the average yield per hectare to about
two tons by 1964 — a gain of 66 per cent in five years. Also, to
acquire their first common property. By 1965, they had purchased
43 new implements and 92 draught animals. Khaesum’s land, instead
of being turned once a year as before, was being ploughed three times.
A big year-by-year increase in yields followed.

Another benefit was irrigation. Under Surkhang the bailiffs
had let water on to his home farm thrice a year, while most of the
serf and duichun allotments got none. The ditches were very poorly
kept up. As Ngawang put it, “Who of us wanted Surkhang to have
more water?”” But working together for themselves was different.
Mutual-aid enabled them to build a reservoir and many new channels;
in the spring of 1965, forty men worked for a week to extend these.

Because the cultivated area at Khaesum could not be extended,
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its fields being tightly surrounded by those of other teams, the main
effort was to raise the yield per unit. Besides, the land needed more
manure. Under Surkhang, the only source was from animals on the
estate. With the mutual-aid team, the labour saved by this form of
organization and the new enthusiasm of the members made it pos-
sible to send men to collect manure on mountain pastures. A special
road was built for this purpose in 1963. In 1965 the manure put on
the land was 12 times that in 1959.

Yields were also improved through weeding, which in old Tibet
had been rarely practised, and even considered ‘“‘unlucky”.

“It’s not only the land that is better cultivated,” Ngawang said.
“Our people are, too. In 1959, the only literate here was the bailiff.
Now 72 grown men and women have learned to read and write in
night schools — including this Party Secretary of ours,” he waved at
Nyima Tsering. ‘“And 62 children go to school. Our three teachers
were trained right here, they’re all ex-serfs and all young: Lhadrup
is 25, Tsering 20, Lhunzing just 19.”

“With mutual aid we can also take care of those who can’t
work any more. Udhup Tsomo, an old woman now 75, was Surk-
hang’s slave from the age of eight. When she was 63 she went blind
and Surkhang threw her out. For six years she slept on the edges
of the fields, lucky to find a stray dog she could huddle up to for
warmth. In the reform she got two khal of land. The government
gives her two sets of clothes a year as relief. Her mutual-aid team
cultivates her field. They don’t charge for labour. They see her
as a member of the family. They’d rather manure their own fields
less than neglect hers. So the grain crop on her plot grew from 168
kg. in 1962 to 742 kg. in 1964, nearly 4.5 times. She lives pretty well.”

By the summer of 1965, the Khaesum peasants’ plans for further
advance were beyond the powers of such a simple form of collective
as the mutual-aid team. They had learned about co-operatives and
communes elsewhere in China. The people who had been poorest,
and most of the young, were most responsive to the idea. Technical-
ly, an immediate spur was the urge to electrification. Swift mountain
streams are everywhere in Tibet as nature’s gift. But small rural
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power stations, the first of which had already appeared, could be built
and operated only by collective ownership.

“We're busy on ours now,” said Ngawang. ‘““Twenty members
are piling stones for the dam. The county government has brought
in a generator. Some of our youngsters are in Lhasa learning to
operate it. We’'ll be using electric lights soon — even Surkhang
didn't have it here. And we're laying the ground for a commune.
Thirty young people have been trained as work-point recorders and
six as accountants. Young and old are eager to get going. We have
a grandpa of 72 here, Tsering Norbu, who keeps saying he wants to
see a commune before he dies. Well, he will.

“Just after the democratic reform the people were so happy to
get Surkhang off their backs that they didn’t want anything more.
The Party had to urge them not to be satisfied, to widen their view.
Now few need urging. However early you get out in the fields,
someone’s always there first. Things will move faster and faster
from now on.”

They did move faster. And old Tsering Norbu didn’t have to
wait long for the founding of the Khaesum People’s Commune. It
came that very same year.”

* * *

In 1976, on my second visit to Khaesum, Nyima Tsering and
Ngawang were still the leaders.

Once more we walked around the old manor, and every step
revealed new sights.

While harvest teams were still cutting some fields, those already
cleared were being re-ploughed with tractors (Khaesum had none in
1955, but now it had four). This re-ploughing was to prepare for
the autumn sowing, also unknown here a few years eatlier — when
no over-wintering crops had as yet been successfully acclimatized in
Tibet and, without machines, the work needed to grow them could
not have been done on schedule.

On the threshing ground, where all the people had previously
had to toil for whole months with flails, they wete now feeding
sheaves into a diesel-powered machine, hauling away the grain sacks
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it filled and stacking the straw. The crop in 1976 was thrice that
of 1965, off the same lard.

At dusk, we sat down to talk in the new meeting hall lit by
electricity from Khaesum’s long-since completed power station. The
transition from mutual-aid team to commune had been neither simple
nor easy, Nyima Tsering and Ngawang told us. Immensely as land
reform and mutual-aid had improved the general lot, both were still
based on private property, so the inevitable trend was for a few
to get richer, and others poorer. Families with fewer able-bodied
members, weaker animals or less tools had to pay those better situated
for help with cultivation, harvesting and draught animals. Gradually
their benefits from the democratic reform were whittled away; some
even had to sell their land and hire themselves out. As the other side
of the coin, a minority began to exploit.

In short, now feudalism was done away with, a new question
arose sharply. To take the road leading to enrichment for some and
impoverishment for most? Or to collective prosperity? To capitalism
or to socialism?

The poor, who found it hard to farm alone, were eager for social-
ism. The incipient rich tended the other way. Those in-between were
undecided. The feudal remnants naturally tried to sharpen the diver-
gences, and particularly to incite people against the Party. A former
sub-steward invented two sayings, ‘“Where there’s meat, the eagle
swoops,” and “In the commune you’ll need clothes and shoes of iron.”
The first insinuated that the gains of the past few years would be
“taken away”’ by socialization. And the second implied that work on
communal projects, such as irrigation and field construction, would
leave people in rags.

So the new-born commune began with only part of the peasants,
those with less animals and tools. It had to prove itself in competition
with the better equipped hold-outs who continued on a mutual-aid
basis.

Only when the commune had drawn ahead in yields, average
income and new equipment bought with its collective reserve fund,
did the hold-outs ask to join. They comprised 19 households of middle
peasants, two well-to-do and two average.
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By 1972 Khaesum commune was a socialist one. That is, all land
and other means of production were collectively owned, all animals
and tools invested by members had been paid for and there was no
source of income other than from labour (except for pensioners).

By 1976, the commune had had seven successive good harvests.
Already in 1973-74 the grain yield had exceeded the national standard
for northern China (400 jin per mu — three tons per hectare). In 1975
it topped the standard for central China (3.6 tons per hectare). With
common funds earned by selling grain and other produce to the state,
the commune had bought:

4 tractots

diesel engines
threshing machines
winnowing machines

seed drills

9 horse carts with rubber tyres

00 h O W

Eighty per cent of the commune’s children were in school. A
clinic with three “barefoot” doctors was treating routine ailments.

After investing in such equipment and services, and paying for
the labour of its members, the commune still retained a fund of 12,000
yuan for expanding production and over 21,000 yuan for welfare.
After allocating grain for distribution to members, taxes and sales to
the state, and necessary seed and fodder, it still had a collective food
reserve of 40 tons. Every family kept several months’ reserve of grain
in its own bins, and 60 per cent had money in the bank. Not a few
had been re-housed by the commune.

Before the democratic reform of 1959, under the serfowner local
power, it had been impossible for Khaesum’s people to join the Com-
munist Party. By 1965 six were in the Party and six in the Youth
League. In 1976 there were 19 Party and 37 Youth League members —
a total of 56, all from the ranks of the serfs and slaves — a strong local
core of leadership for socialist advance.

On the technical side, eight young people from serf and slave
families had been trained to operate and repair agricultural machinery,
others as accountants, electricians or teachers. Three were working
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elsewhere as cadres. Seven had been transferred to Tibet’s new fac-
tories as workers. Six were serving in the People’s Liberation Army,
and five studying in universities.

The old society seemed a thousand years in the past.

But it was not forgotten. The history of Khaesum under serfdom
was vividly presented — with relics, facts and figures — in the Class
Struggle Exhibition of Khaesum commune in 1976. As elsewhere in
the region, scenes of the past were re-enacted in clay statuary. This
art was highly developed in Tibet over centuries in the making of
innumerable temple figures (when gods literally outnumbered the
people). Now itself transformed, it spoke for the working folk.

The exhibit included records of popular revolt, notably the still
vividly remembered rising of 1927.

One could see once more, in this context, the main purpose of
the manorial jail, the tortures, its beatings to death. It was to fore-
stall and suppress revolt that these barbarous penalties had supple-
mented the “commands of law and religion” that the oppressed be
contented with their lot. That it continued in Tibet for centuries shows
that the people’s resistance, now smouldering, now bursting forth, was
always there, always feared by the masters. What nonsense to say
that their dissatisfaction was something recently “imported”, or
artificially implanted!

This is the endless theme of the outpourings abroad of Tibet's
ex-tulers, as secen in the following classic quoted from a book by the
Dalai’s brother Thupten Jigme Norbu, with a Western co-author.
¢ In Tibet, the wealthy and powerful have never had a monopoly
of contentment. It belonged to all of us.”1

The economic and social role of the monasteries, to these authors,
was that of “landowners helping the local farmers™.11

And the author exclaims in conclusion, “I can imagine nothing
more perfect than the Tibet I knew.” Perfect for whom?!!

Or take an explanatory note which I saw as late as 1981 in the
otherwise admirable collection of old Tibetan artifacts and scenes
in the Museum of Natural History in New York. Placed in front of
a large diorama depicting Tibetan aristocrats it read:

“The wealth of the nobility has rested on possession of cultivated
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land and grazing grounds. Peasants worked on land granted them in
exchange for taxes paid through labour. The relationship between
peasant and landowner hinged on mutual need: subsistence for the
peasant, peasant labour for the noblemen.”

How sweetly it all hangs together — so long as one does not
ask, “Where did the nobles get their wealth — if not from the peasants
and herdsmen?”

The Khaesum exhibition recorded the people’s triumph, resump-
tion of ownership over their own bodies, land and labour, subsequent
movement along the road to socialism, and self-emancipation from
jgnorance and superstition.

In ten years of the commune, the figures and models testified,
ten new irrigation canals had been built and nine older ones rebuilt
at Khaesum. And its cultivated land, once scattered in 1,400 small
plots, had been consolidated into 41 big level fields.

The whole process was brought together in a display devoted to
the life of one person, Pema Lhamo, a woman of 67.

She came to Khaesum about forty years ago from hundreds of
kilometres away as a fugitive duichun accompanied by her three chil-
dren. The manor at once seized her elder son as a slave. A heap of
stones providing shelter from the wind was her home. The only
warmth for her two smaller children was in her bosom.

In the democratic reform of 1959, Pema Lhamo and her family
received over a hectare of land. That year it yielded some two tons
of grain. Just over half was enough to feed the family, with 330 kg.
for each person. The other half went for fodder, seed and sales to
the state that provided cash for some furnishings, bedding and clothing
(all shown).

In the mutual-aid team period (the 1960’s) Pema Lhamo’s liveli-
hood improved somewhat, but not very much.

In the commune, in 1975, the household’s share in the distribution
was some four tons of grain and 324 ywan in cash, twice as much as
before. Added to this were the earnings of members of the family
working outside.

Pema Lhamo’s family in Tibet’s feudal-setf society had been
penniless wanderers. The mother could look forward only to a
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beggar’s grave, the children to the living death of slavery. Now the
old woman was retired and comfortable. Her elder son is a carter
in the commune, the younger a soldier in the People’s Liberation
Army. Her daughter was a ““barefoot doctor”, her son-in-law the com-
mander of the commune’s militia. There are five grandchildren, all
going to school.

Such were the changes in Khaesum — a picture of revolution.

Paradise lost for the oppressors. A new life, a world gained for the
oppressed.



CHAPTER 4

PALHA MANOR — A FOOTNOTE
TO THE BRITANNICA

On my first trip to Tibet in 1955, the vast fiefs of the Palha family
had a special interest for me because they figured prominently in the
section on “Tibet” in the Encyclopaedia Britannica (1951 edition) from
which I had copied excerpts in preparation for the journey. How did
they get into that standard work of reference? Probably for two reas-
ons. Palha manor was accessibly near Gyangzé, where British India
long maintained an agency, trading station, post office and even a
prison. And the Palhas themselves were closely connected for almost a
century with the forces of British imperial penetration, whose civil and
military representatives, as I was later to see from many photographs
in the manor, they often and sumptuously entertained.

Frequently appearing in these pictures was Sir Charles Bell,
Britain’s Political Agent in neighbouring Sikkim and later in Tibet
itself, and over several decades a major figure in British schemes for
Tibet and moulder of Western opinion about it. Of his ties with the
Palhas, Bell once wrote:

As my guide, philosopher and friend, I had Kusho Pal-ha-
se, a scion of one of the older families in the Tibetan nobility.
I had attached him to my service before I entered Tibet. For
seven successive generations, Pal-ha-se’s ancestors had been on
the Grand Council of Tibet, the highest honour to which a layman

64
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could attain. The break came in the time of his father, who . . .
aided an Indian who was subsequently proved to have been
engaged in secret exploration in Tibet, Pal-ha subsequently en-
tered the service of the Government (of British India — Ed.)
in my Agency. . . . I owe much to this son of the Pal-ha house.!

Thus the Palhas’ links with imperialism. Now for their status
in feudalism.

Under the sub-heading ‘“‘Nobility” the Britannica’s account of
Tibet said:

The Palha estates have 1,300 farms and 13 grazing grounds,
each with 15-20 families of graziers.? The tenantry pay rent in
service, grain and cash, of which the nobles pass on a proportion,
in both cash and grain, to the government. They also pass peas-
ant services on to the government, to provide transport to gov-
ernment-authorized travellers (ula), etc....

Under “Peasants” (which should properly read “serfs and
slaves™):

A peasant cannot leave the soil without making a petition
for man-separation to landlords which is generally refused — and
must pay a large sum to buy himself out if it is accepted.

The peasant must use a special vocabulary to address a

landlord. ... Large feudal proprietors have large staffs of ser-
vants who spin and weave both for their masters and for sale
to traders.

Slaves move about freely? but must attend roll-call in the
morning and evening.

And under “Herdsmen” we read that the Palhas owned 20,000
sheep.

But despite the fact that our group of touring journalists did
reach Gyangzé in 1955, we failed then to visit Palha manor. Probably
it was as well. For while we might have been flattered by its lords,
still in residence, we would hardly have had a chance to speak to its
serfs. In 1955 the Palhas were presenting themselves as “progressive



66 TIBET TRANSFORMED

members of the upper strata”, loyal citizens of the People’s Republic
of China and sincere reformists, as in their ‘“‘nursery’ later.

Anyway, I did not get to Palha manor till 1965. By then its for-
mer owners had joined the 1959 rebellion, then fled to India, and the
mouths of the serfs, who had become the masters, were unsealed. It
was the best time to go — for there is no surer way of getting to the
bottom of a thing than turning it upside down.

By 1965 the Palha home farm had become the centre of the 2nd
Liberation Township of Gyangzé County. The manor house of its last
master, Palha Thubten Wangden,* ex-chamberlain to the Dalai, housed
the township government, with some rooms kept in their previous
shape as a museum. The red flag flew overhead. The host who
welcomed us at the gate was a former stableman who for years had
slept with the horses, eaten the Palhas’ leavings, and, when any of
them wanted to ride, gone down on his hands and knees so they could
use his back as a mounting block.

Seated on richly carpeted hassocks in their old masters’ drawing
room, a group of former serfs and slaves told us of the manor’s past.
Its 120 rooms had belonged to just two households, that of Palha
Thubten Wangden, who was usually in Lhasa, and his younger broth-
er, Palha Wangchuk, in permanent residence. To minister to them,
there were ten upper servants and over a hundred nangzan, or house
slaves. ‘“The dogs were much better off than we,” an ex-slave told
us. “Palha Wangchuk kept four dogs, the three downstairs were each
fed a kilogramme of good grain a day, while the one upstairs lived
on the same food as the master. We slaves got only the poorest batley,
often mouldy or adulterated with grass and served as gruel so thin
you could see the bottom of the bowl.”

Angrily, they described how the slaves were persecuted and
humiliated — by “custom” and by the master’s arbitrary rules for the
estate. Women nangzan could not give birth in the manorhouse ot
its outbuildings, but only outdoors. If three days after childbirth they
were not back at work, they were beaten or locked up in the Palhas’
private jail. Sick slaves were “forbidden to die” on the mansion
grounds, but had to crawl or be carried outside. The bodies of “trans-
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gressors’’ of this rule were not to be taken out through a door, they
had to be thrown over the wall.

Summary vengeance, we were told, had been enforced against
any Palha slaves who dared mate with anyone but another Palha slave.
Pema Lonyen, for taking a wife outside the estate, was jailed and
flogged with 1,000 strokes. When no more flesh remained on the
backs of his legs, he was turned face up and lashed on the other side.
He survived, a cripple.

Nyima Tsandrub, who fell in love with a blacksmith who came to
work in the manor and bore his child, was declared a “black bone”
(member of the outcaste blacksmith stratum) and driven out to starve.
She was not allowed to take her infant son. The Palhas, the ex-serfs
recalled, kept him as a performing pet, like a monkey or dog. If he
failed to learn the performance fast enough, he was punished by being
dipped in scalding water or held against a hot stove. At eight, he was
put to field work.

When Dawa Tsering was one year old, his serf mother died and
the master declared all her property forfeit to himself.5

It was after the People’s Liberation Army arrived that the Palha
brothers decided to play at reform. On a visit to China’s inland prov-
inces, they saw day nurseries for the childten of women workers.
Returning, they announced that they would establish one on the estate.
We saw its site, a small yard surrounded by what looked like pigsties.
“There were about 6o little tots here,” said the mutual-aid team
chairman. ‘“‘Half died of hunger, illness or eating bad food. In 1953
alone, 15 died. The real purpose was to get more work out of the
women slaves, by separating them from their children by day. One
feeble old woman was in charge. Even if she had cared, she couldn’t
have looked after them. The children lay about in their own excre-
ment and even ate it.”

The greed and power of the Palhas led to the ruin and destruc-
tion of whole families, even of comparatively well-to-do tenants if
they had anything worth taking. Nampa Hansa, a cotter, planted a
small grove. The Palhas appropriated it. In desperation, he went to
Lhasa to complain in the Dalai’s courts. But the Palhas had a strong
voice there too. They scribbled a note and he was brought back. For
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the next decade, he was left to rot in the dank dungeon beneath the
manor. In 1958, not long before the rebellion and democratic reform,
he died. Let us note that even so indulgent an apologist for the Tibet-
an serfowners as Bell wrote of such recourse to the Dalai: “The law
prohibits all such direct appeals, and the petitioner is therefore im-
mediately thrown into prison. But he may, later on, expect a favour-
able decision””.® Nampa Hansa spent his last ten years “expecting”.
Compare this with the present Dalai Lama’s bland assurance from his
self-exile in India, in a book perhaps ghost-written, that under the
Tibetan theocracy ‘‘the people felt that above all the officials of state
there was a final appeal to a source of justice which they could
absolutely trust; and in fact, no ruler with the traditions and training
and religious grace of a Dalai Lama could possibly become an unjust
tyrant.””?

As regards property rights, this case makes it clear that in Tibet
up to the mid-2o0th century the manorial serf’s position was like that
of his counterpart in 12th century feudal England under the doctrine
quicquid serve acquiritur domino acquiritur (what the serf acquires
the lord acquires) — and the serf “had no rights in the eyes of the
law against his lord”’.8

From the supposed nursery we went to Palha’s former private
apartments. They exhibited the way of life of a feudal serfowner
when Tibet had already become semi-colonial. With this change, the
Palhas’ need for cash to enjoy foreign luxuries and playthings, as well
as the status these came to signify, aggravated their already crushing
exploitation of the estate’s serfs and slaves. The mansion contained
only a part of their personal effects (many had already been shipped
off to India in 1951 and again in 1959). Yet there was plenty left to
see. In the wardrobes there were garments of rich brocade mingled
with others of the most expensive English cloth, and official hats of
the Dalai Lama’s court with imported Stetsons. Women’s adorn-
ments ranged from heavily jewelled Tibetan pendants to costly Swiss
gold watches. For his own grooming and pleasures Palha had import-
ed a silver-fitted dressing case of English leather, a variety of quality
sports equipment (from saddlery to ice skates to badminton racquets)
and Scotch whickey by the case. On the traditional side ritual objects



PALHA MANOR — A FOOTNOTE TO THE BRITANNICA 69

in the manor chapel included trumpets mounted in silver made from
thighbones of young virgins, and cups for chiang (Tibetan beer) made
of human skulls. All this wealth and pomp, amassed at home and
abroad, had its origin in the toil and suffering of the poor and
oppressed.

An interesting first-hand account of the love of the old Tibetan
upper-crust for foreign (as well as domestic) luxuries in the period of
imperialist penetration has been given by one of their number, Rin-
chen Dolma Taring, now abroad. She wrote that her ex-husband
Tsarong, long the British-backed candidate for lay ruler of Tibet, was
“very curious about anything new and liked to buy cutlery, radios,
watches and cameras”. He *“collected jade ornaments and good furni-
ture” and “sent a cook to India to learn how to cook Western dishes™.?
And to leave a name for piety “he ordered a tailor to make one
hundred chuba (outer gowns) of good quality satin in different
colours, one hundred silk blouses and fifty red silk belts”, all of which
were numbered and kept for distribution to clerics at his death.

Sitting down again with Palha’s former serfs and slaves, who
had in fact paid for all his wealth, we heard of changes in the manor
since 1959. They compared past and present in short eloquent sen-
tences: “We had no homes of our own. Now we have them. People
went naked and hungry. Now no one does. We had no decent
clothes. Now all have at least two suits. We worried about seeds
and food. Not any more. Children used to die. Now they live and,
what’s more, go to school.”

The former manor village in 1965 had 38 families. They were
organized in three agricultural mutual-aid teams and farmed 77
hectares of land. In the old days, doing tribute labour for Palha, they
had produced miserably low yields. By 1965, the yields were almost
doubled. Under Palha the manor farm had had 15 plough oxen and
18 milch cows. At the time of our visit the number had risen to 27
and 43 respectively, all now owned by the ex-serfs and ex-slaves.

At the outset of the democratic reform, in 1959, the government
had had to give relief to nine-tenths of the households. By 1965 hardly
any needed such help.

For this progress, state aid (in loans, distribution of free farm
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tools, etc.) helped create the conditions. But the main factor was the
people’s liberated initiative. In fields farmed under the whips of
Palha’s overseers, virtually no fertilizer had been used. More weeds
had grown than crops, and insect pests were rife (to combat these,
other than by prayers, was forbidden). With the peasants’ minds, as
well as energies freed by the democratic reform, weeding became care-
ful and thorough. Insecticides replaced incantations. Throughout the
township 280,000 pack loads of sand, fertile pond mud and wood ash
were spread to improve the soil in the winter of 1964-65 alone. These
measures, and the planting of tens of thousands of trees, were facili-
tated by better organization of manpower through mutual aid.
Already the peasants were discussing the next step, the transition to
co-operatives or even directly to the communes.

“The red seal is in the hands of the people.” These words,
frequently used in the new Tibet, we also heard from the former
human chattels of Palha manor. The phrase was meaningful. In old
Tibet the red seal, once the prerogative of aristocrats and high lamas,
had been affixed to sentences of death or mutilation, requisitions of
forced labour, and deeds for the sale of serfs and slaves. Now it
appeared under the liberating enactments of the people’s own
government.

In this township in 1965, the local government (People’s Council)
was elected by the 23 deputies (chosen by secret ballot by the town-
ship’s 548 voters). Five were women, 18 had been slaves and poor
serfs and five “middle serfs”. And, in accordance with united front
policy, a former manorial steward who had taken no part in the re-
bellion of 1959 was invited to their deliberations as consultant.

The new officials were without pomp, and themselves worked in
the fields. The poorer their constituents, the more attention they gave
them. One council member skilled in building, we were told, had
recently repaired the house of an aged ex-serf too weak to do so.
Another had wrapped large stones in his own clothes to stop a hole
in a dyke when the rising Nyang River threatened the barley fields.

Such was the situation we found in 1965 in Palha manor and its
neighbourhood, which had become the 2nd Liberation Township of
Gyangzé. Departing, we passed its new primary school. The shouts



PALHA MANOR — A FOOTNOTE TO THE BRITANNICA 71

of the small pupils, racing around the playground after the closing
bell, long rang in our ears.
The “Tibet” item in the Britannica was long, long out of date.

1976

By 1976 the former Palha manor was part of the Bright Light
Commune, set up on the basis of the mutual-aid teams and already
almost a decade old.

The spur to form it, its leaders said, was much the same as at
Khaesum, the struggle for and against, stemmed from the polarization
into rich and poor inherent in private property, which mutual aid alone
could not halt. Here, this polarization had been fast. One reason
given was proximity to the old trading town of Gyangzé, where seeds
of capitalism had been sown by long-continued imperialist penetration
across the nearby Indian border.

After the estate’s serfs and slaves shared out the land and
animals in 1959, some soon found it harder to make use of them than
others. The house-slaves had swept floors, tended gardens, fed their
masters’ dogs and spun yarn. They did not know how to farm.
Though land was distributed per capita, families, with many old
people or children or few able-bodied members, could not till it all.
Some needing money urgently, sold their horses or oxen to better-off
team members.

The latter used surplus animals so acquired for transport in the
town, or rented them out for field work. Before long the fee they
charged for a day’s work by an ox had risen to the equivalent of four
man days. In the free market of those days, the price of animals
therefore rose, so they could not be bought back at anything like the
earlier rate. For lack of them, the poor often had to leave their land
unworked, or sell it and become hired labourers. Some sold even
clothes and furniture distributed to them in the reform.

The newly rich moved in a different direction. There were cases
in which they stopped cultivating their own plots, to say nothing of
participating in joint labour. With less manpower on the land, pro-
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duction did not rise as it should. The poor began to refer bitterly to
the mutual-aid teams as “mutual aid without mutual benefit”. They
were the most eager for a more developed collective.

Bright Light Commune began like most others in Tibet. When
organized in 1967 on the heels of mutual-aid teams, it was still like an
elementary or semi-socialist co-operative in its economy. Land, animals
and tools, though pooled for farming, still belonged to individuals
who invested them as shares on which dividends were paid. But on
the political side, the commune, like all others in China, at once be-
came a basic unit of local government from the start. It took over
the functions of 2nd Liberation Township which ceased to exist.

Polarization slowed down but, in this early stage of a commune,
did not end yet. Some members who brought in more animals and
tools got enough in dividends not to have to work, and still tended
to seek easy money elsewhere. The poor ex-serfs and slaves, whose
earnings were completely or mainly from labour, had to produce a
surplus to pay off the dividends. They pressed for the next step, in
which those who did not work would have no claim on what the
others produced.

In 1970, the commune shifted to a fully socialist basis — common
ownership as well as common operation. Land was pooled without
compensation. Animals and tools were bought by the collective, usual-
ly on an instalment basis. They were no longer any “‘shares” or divi-
dends. Current earnings came only from labour.

Of course, problems and struggles did not end with this. Socialist
education had constantly to be carried on. The members of the com-
mune also kept an eye on the new tactics adopted by the remnant
feudal forces. ““Their chief method is to try to corrupt our cadres,”
we were told. “In the past a slave was less than a dog in their eyes.
Now they ask us to reorganize them as kith and kin. We stress
loyalty to our class. This is crucial. Cadres must be as one with
the masses in labour, life and study, seek no privileges, never stop
being working people.”

In the former Palha manor, there were no Communist Party
members in 1959, and only five in 1965. By 1975 there were 27, the
oldest 55 years of age and the youngest 20.
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The figures, which we were given, for population and production
in this team as well as for the whole commune showed growth in all
respects.

1959 1966 1976

Families
Team ......... . 31 35 42
Commune . ....... 205 221 251
Persons
Team .......... 161 173 197
Commune . . ...... 985 1,015 1,315
Land (bectares)
Team .......... 86 89 90
Commune .. ...... 420 470 534

Grain yield
(tons per hectare)
Team .......... 0.67 0.84 1.92
Commune ... .. ... 0.60 8.77 1.74

The main factor in the increase of yields in the mid-1970’s was,
as elsewhere in Tibet, the introduction of winter wheat. (For some
drawbacks of this shift see next page.) Both team and commune
became self-sufficient in food grain in 1972. In 1974, the distribution
per capita was about 224 kilogrammes. In that same year their re-
spective sales of surplus grain to the state were:

Team ........ 17.5 tons
Commune . . . ... 207.5 tons

Besides this, they stored in reserve (not counting seed):

Collective Household

Reserves Reserves
Team ........ 1.8 tons 7.6 tons
Commune . . . ... 33 tons 50.2 tons

The commune had bought a walking tractor, diesel engines ‘and
other farm machines (threshers, winnowers, seed drills) and 14 horse
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carts. Much work was being done in 1976 on field construction and
levelling, to prepare for mechanized cultivation. An irrigation canal
was under construction by the county. The poor, clayey soil was to
be lightened with river sand, and pig raising developed to provide
manure as well as meat. The yield target for 1980 was three tons
per hectare.

In both team and commune over 9o per cent of the children were
attending primary schools. -

Sanmu, the j0-year-old head of the Commune Women’s Associa-
tion, said, “When I heard that Chairman Mao had left us, I was
stunned, I didn’t believe it. Before my mind rose the faces of our
old serfowners. Then they were blotted out by the face of Chairman
Mao. Chairman Mao saved us from that hell. The past must never-
return. The task of carrying on the revolution lies on our own shoul-
ders.”

In this commune, as in others in Tibet, subsequent reviews and
re-examinations of policy were to reveal many errors along the ‘“‘ultra-
Left” line, some common to the whole of China, some of a local
character. For instance, it had been wrong (provided the commune
members concerned had made their required contribution to the labour
of the collective) to curb or consider as “‘capitalist’” any individual
production, whether farming or pastoral, that they individually engag-
ed in for sale on the market, without exploiting anyone else. In
commune organization, some forms had been transferred wholesale
from other areas of China without considering Tibet’s particular con-
ditions. In class policy, the re-classification of some ex-serfs into “‘rich
peasants’’ as a stratum to be fought against, was held unjustified and
reversed. In crop policy, the emphasis on winter wheat was criticized
as a mistake. Though it resulted in an increased tonnage of grain,
it did not really meet the needs of the people since such wheat, grown
under Tibet’s natural conditions (high altitude, high ultra-violet radia-
tion, etc.) had a number of characteristics that made it difficult to
mill into good flour. Moreover, the acreage and output of gingko,
the traditional highland barley which had long been Tibet’s staple,
was reduced due to the over-stressing of wheat, so people could not
get enough of their customary, and favourite, staple.
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But with all such problems, and others that will without doubt
appear in the future, one thing is certain. The former Palha manor
and the rest of the high plateau will never revert to the past. The
opportunity won to take the socialist road will be supplemented, as
experience continues to teach, by ever growing ability to travel it in
ways most conducive to rapid improvement in the life of the Tibetan
people in their own circumstances.



CHAPTER 5

RECOLLECTIONS OF TWO
BEGINNINGS

FIRST COMMUNE TRY-OUT AT DONGGAR

The first experimental rural people’s commune in Tibet was
organized in July 1965, interestingly enough on a former ecclesiastical
estate. Not because the lamaist church was particularly aimed at
as a target of revolution, but because monastery holdings were often
even more oppressive in their exploitation than the lay estates.

Here, too, the parallel with feudal Europe was striking.! In
post-medieval England, the church estates were likewise the most
tenacious in clinging to serfdom. The Abbey of Ramsey, the Ency-
clopaedia Britannica says, enforced obligatory service until the mid-
15th century, long after it had disappeared from the majority of the
holdings of lay aristocrats. As historian Marion Gibbs has written:

We cannot understand the feudal order without understand-
ing the part the church played in it. Idealizing and sanctifying
the relationships was the power of organized religion — the
Catholicism of the Roman church. The church itself, as a land-
holding institution, was an inseparable part of the economic,
social and political structure of feudal society . . . the priests,
of course, taught different moralities to different classes, the rich
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man could reach heaven by alms-giving and the poor man by
patience and hard work.?

Resistance to a lay lord could be a crime or a sin, but to resist
churchly power was seen as sacrilege. In theocratic Tibet, this was
so all the more, and on a larger scale because its lamaseries directly
owned 37 per cent of all the land.

People who have borne the heaviest burden, once they throw
it off, are likely to be the most avid for progress. In Tibet, after
ecclesiastical lands were divided in the democratic reform, their ex-
serfs and slaves were in the van of the movement first to mutual-aid
teams and then to communes.

This is what happened in Donggar township not far from Lhasa,
which in the past had belonged, with 150 other estates, to the immense
Drepung lamasery. Its 120 peasant households, comprising 470 peo-
ple, had been serfs or slaves and it was characteristic of the place that
the number of slaves had been increasing. Serf after serf would get
hopelessly into debt to Drepung, which would then cancel his allot-
ment and reduce him to a chattel — a human work-beast to be moved
and used completely at its will. Some fled before this happened.
Some, running away from a similar plight on other estates, came in
to Donggar, leaving their families behind. Drepung lamasery, Dong-
gar’s owner, also shifted slaves, child and adult, arbitrarily among
its own holdings. For all these reasons, many people at Donggar
had lost track of parents or children, or in some cases had no clue
to their parentage at all.

The tillage of this estate, totalling 167 hectares, was very poor.
As compared with Khaesum manor in Loka, whose pre-reform average
crop had been 1.59 tons per hectare, the yield seldom exceeded 0.84
ton per hectare. The soil was thin with stones very near the surface,
and invested with a kind of weed, locally called remba, which grew
thick and matted each year. This could not be got rid of without a
great deal of labour which the serfs, burdened with compulsory serv-
ices to the lamasery, could not give, especially at the times when it
was most needed. So in bad years the serfs sometimes did not even
recover their seed grain. And at every harvest time, ‘‘the fields turned
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red”, meaning that the red-robed Drepung monks swarmed over them
to make sure that tribute to the lamasery was paid. Until this was
done, all grain had to be sealed in sacks under the monks’ supervision
and the grower could not touch it. No wonder the saying ran among
the people, “When the harvest is over, the serf is finished.”

Nor could the serf recoup his loss by side-occupations. The grass,
even on the verges of the fields, belonged to Drepung. No serf could
graze an animal there without first presenting a kbatag (silk scarf) to
the lamasery and getting its permission.

The water belonged to Drepung. None could be taken for irriga-
tion without permission and the “‘gift” of a kbatag and eggs.

The mountains belonged to Drepung. Brushwood could be cut
or collected there only by its leave.

The people went hungry and were clad in rags so scanty that
“if the head was covered the legs stuck out bare and froze and if the
legs were covered the head froze”.

“These are just a few examples of our sorrows in the past,” said
commune Party secretary Sonam Tashi. “Why do I talk about them
today? Because we here are determined never to forget! The memory
strengthens our resolve to go the socialist way. If we waver from it
there can’t be prosperity for all, only a new division into rich and
pootr.”

Donggar’s decision to shift to a commune was based squarely on
its own conditions. Here, as elsewhere, the democratic reform of 1959
had been followed by the move toward mutual aid, and yields had
risen considerably. “But as we started on the many improvements
needed,” Sonam Tashi explained, “we noticed that mutual aid wasn’t
enough either. We were short of labour power and some of it was
still being wasted because, though we worked jointly, the teams had
to cultivate the fields of the members plot by plot — a contradiction
that mutual aid can’t escape. For good irrigation, it was necessary to
build an embankment along the Todlung Dechhen River, which re-
quired labour on a larger scale than the team — another contradiction.
We needed to build up the thin soil. Only a bigger collective could
acquire and efficiently use the equipment required.

“Also, the individual economy breeds greedy and selfish feelings,
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and mutual-aid teams are still based on the individual economy, so
some people were bound to try and get more help from others while
giving less themselves. Naturally, the more they were able to do so,
the better off they became as compared to the others, and the further
this process went, the more they were able to benefit from others’
labour.” Thus Sonam Tashi concluded his indictment. He said the
mutual-aid teams, a big and essential advance earlier, had become an
obstacle to the continuation of the advance that they had themselves
spatked. It was time to go further.

“We were aware of this and discussed it,”” Sonam Tashi said.
“Three of the teams, embracing a village of 23 families, organized
themselves into an agricultural producers’ co-operative as early as
September 1964. This co-op was of the preliminary, semi-socialist
type. That is, the land continued to be privately owned by members.
They earned by their labour but also received payment commensurate
with the amount of land they had put in. But as distinct from the
mutual-aid team, it was managed, worked and improved as one farm,
not in separate units, and new investment, too, was on this basis.
New-type ploughs and seeders were acquired and efficiently
employed. People’s outlook became more collective. They saw the
whole farm as a joint undertaking though each still retained the title
to his own plot, and drew some rental for it as well as compensation
for his labour.

“But for the building of the river embankment, which was an
urgent matter for the improvement of yields, such co-ops were still
not sufficiently large-scale and effective. ‘One bundle of sticks,” said
the people, ‘doesn’t make a big enough fire’.”

“That’s why,” said Sonam Tashi, “our masses decided to go
quickly over to the commune, which is the direction for the whole
country. Of course, we haven’t gone through all the stages that
brought other places to the commune. But we believe that, in our
circumstances, now is the time. And though we have no experience
we have the leadership of the Party and Chairman Mao, so we are
confident.”

So began the commune at Donggar, whose inauguration was con-
sidered such an important event that Tibet’s Party and government
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leaders came from Lhasa to attend. The commune’s administrative
committee, at the time of our visit, had nine members, two of them
women, and its class composition was: ex-slaves five; former poor
serfs three; and one former “middle serf”. There was also a super-
visory committee of five members. The four natural villages in the
township became the commune’s production brigades, which were fur-
ther split up into 14 teams. The team was the unit of book-keeping
and distribution, and accountants and work-point recorders had been
trained. Teams owned the bigger farm tools, such as horse-drawn
seeders (formerly, in Tibet, all sowing was done by hand) and some
of the new-type ploughs. The rest still belonged to individual house-
holds. But 35 new-type steel ploughs, just delivered by the state, while
they were to be used by the teams, were owned by the commune.

But this commune also had important differences from those
elsewhere. In most of its brigades and teams, land ownership was
still on the level of the semi-socialist co-operative, i.e. though adminis-
tration and labour were common, the title to each plot was still pri-
vate, and payment for land shares continued. In other parts of China,
the setting up of communes had come a year or more after the change-
over to complete socialist collective ownership of land and tools.
Here this change itself would be made later within the commune
framework.

“Were there private plots?” a reporter asked. ‘“While the title
to all land is still private the question hardly exists,” Sonam Tashi
said. ‘““At present the only distinction is between team-managed land
and the gardens in which the owners themselves grow whatever they
want near their houses. The crop there does not enter into the general
distribution or accounts.”

We were all impressed with the concreteness and sharp analysis
of Sonam Tashi’s explanation and we told him so. “We've all
learned,” was his comment. “We’ve done nothing without prepara-
tion. Our way of preparing was to arouse the masses and discuss
everything thoroughly — that’s why we are clear on the details.”

“Though only two months old,” Sonam Tashi went on, ‘“‘our
commune has already demonstrated benefits. Everyone is thinking in
terms of bigger undertakings. For example, I'd never heard of com-
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post of green manure, but now we are using it; with the commune the
labour can be set aside without interfering with other work. Crops
are better planned in relation to soil and get more care. None of our
peasants, even the oldest, have ever seen them growing so well.”

And once more the Party secretary returned to what was obvious-
ly his favourite theme, “spiritual progress’, the “‘rising consciousness’’
among the new masters, the people. Warmly he praised Rasang, a
carter who on an unusually cold night used his own quilt to cover a
commune-owned horse under his care. Explaining this, Rasang had
said, “If I'd caught cold it would affect only me; if the horse got sick
it would be a loss to us all.” When driving to Lhasa, Rasang refused
to put in expense accounts for meals. “I have to eat wherever I am,”
he said.

“That’s the kind of people we have now,” Sonam Tashi said
proudly.

The natural environment of Donggar was beautiful. The com-
mune administration occupied an old villa of rose-coloured stone set
deep in a green grove. In another solid and attractive building many
of the members were quartered.

In an airy upstairs room, we met Tsering Yangzhom, a sturdy
woman of 44 who lived there. When we remarked on its large
window, she said, “So you noticed. This is where the bailiff sat to
get a full view of the yard below where we slaves were working.”
Going to a corner, she picked up a heavy copper ladle with a foot-
long handle. “Here’s what we were fed with. Two scoops a day for
each. And he used to hit people over the head with this ladle when
displeased — sometimes cracking their skulls.”

Leaving the room we noticed a copper prayer-wheel set into the
wall.3 “Do you ever turn it?” we asked. ‘“Me? No,” our hostess said
laughing. “Not any more. These were the things that they used to
turn the heads of us Tibetan people till we were dizzy. Now we
know there isn’t any born good or bad fate, like they used to tell us.
If my fate was good, why was I a slave living in stables? And if it’s
bad, why do I live in such a fine place now?” No theologian, it was
clear, could win an argument with this forthright Tibetan woman.

Vice-chairman Chunley, who lived next door, showed us the rags
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he wore in the past, carefully preserved. A slave for twenty years,
he told of how often he had been dragged to Drepung for flogging
and of how, when he had tried to escape, he had been nailed into a
cangue, a heavy wooden frame worn around the neck for punishment,
and had heavy shackles forged around his legs. He spoke calmly, but
suddenly we heard a loud, uncontrollable sobbing. It had burst from
his schoolboy son, who stood unnoticed behind the door. Wearing a
red Young Pioneer scarf, he wept as he re-lived his father’s suffering.

On the orange-painted outer wall at the landing, a lot of figures
had been chalked.

“What are these?” we asked.

“Oh, that’s where the youngsters have been doing their sums
practising to keep accounts for our commune. He’s one of the best,”
said Chunley, smiling at us as he comforted his son, his arm around
the boy’s still shaking shoulders.

The past would never come back here. Never.

BHUNDUI: WITH THE COMMUNE COMES ELECTRICITY

At Bhundui, a lurching four-hour drive from Lhasa in a Land
Rover over rough mountain roads overhanging the Kyichu River,
we inspected Tibet’s second commune, set up on July 20, 1963,
only two days after the one at Donggar. It was even more a portent
of the future. For electric light bulbs were burning in every home in
its three villages and in the meeting halls and schools its people had
built. The power came from a small hydro-generator they were
operating themselves.

Like Donggar, Bhundui had been an area of ecclesiastical estates.
Most of its 201 hectares of cultivated land had belonged to the Potala
itself, the seat of the Dalai Lama, the “god-king”. In the democratic
reform, this land was divided among 89 families (with 428 members)
of slaves and setfs. They united into 11 mutual-aid teams. Later they
were amalgamated into seven larger ones.

Before their merger into the commune, these teams had improved
their average yield from 780 kg. to 1,155 kg. per hectare. They had also
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increased their draught animals from 72 head to 121 and their milk-
cattle from 167 to 226. Because all the benefits went to the people,
free of the former exactions, family purchasing power by 1964 was six
times that prior to the democratic reform in 1959.

Nonetheless, as in Donggar, it was recognized that mutual aid
could not be the key to continuing prosperity for all, or this initial
form of co-operation, while representing an absolutely necessary step in
efficiency and mass experience, still carried the seeds of a new polari-
zation into haves and have-nots. This arose from the contradiction,
inherent in simple mutual aid, between individual economy and collec-
tive labour.

In Bhundui an example of the resulting *“‘spontaneous growth of
capitalism” was the household of Nyima Tsering.* In feudal times
he had been degraded from serf to slave and become utterly destitute.
After the reform, however, because he had a large family and land was
divided on a per capita basis (including the small children) he came
to own relatively large fields and many cattle. Consequently, in the
mutual-aid team, the members of other families, with less land but
more adult and able-bodied workers, were in fact exploited by Nyima
Tsering. They laboured to cultivate the land of his children who were
not yet able to work, and in doing so produced a surplus for him over
and above what they were paid under the mutual-aid arrangement.
And when others used his animals, they had to pay, and his profit
grew. So he himself began to acquire an exploiter’s ways, participating
irregularly in team work, and simply staying away from any job he
did not like. Only when he was reminded of his impoverished past
did Nyima Tsering begin to pull his weight in collective labour. But
he still had unearned income, because under that form of organization
his initial advantages produced inequities that could only be reduced
and not avoided.

Now take the other side. How a peasant in a group could fall
into an exploited position was shown by the ex-slave, Gombo. His
family position in respect to land ownership and labour was roughly
the opposite of Nyima Tsering’s. Hence, despite the fact that he was
a hard worker, his economic position in the post-reform years — rela-
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tive to that of other team members — tended to grow worse instead
of better.

Over all, at Bhundui, after five years of mutual aid, about 25 per
cent of the households had begun to go downgrade again. The income
of most was stable or improved slowly. That of a few became dis-
proportionately high.

So the question stood: which road? Forward to socialism or
back to an exploiting society? The first alternative triumphed through
the initiative and organization of the poor, led by the Party. At the
same time every effort was made to win over to this road all those
who could be won over.

One of the activists was Gombo, the ex-slave who was growing
poorer. In 1965 he was one of the commune militia. Another was
Tashi Drolma, also a former slave. Her life had improved consistently
in the mutual-aid period but she did not forget the past. As soon as
she saw the drift toward a new split into poor-and-rich, she opposed
it strongly. This involved a struggle within her own family. Her
husband thought mainly of individual money-making while she argued,
“To me a better life means a better life for all.”” In 1965, Tashi
Drolma was head of the supervisory committee of the commune. Her
husband, finally persuaded, had also joined it as a member.

The commune at Bhundui was not formed at one swoop. In
February 1965, twelve of the poorer households had set up a co-opera-
tive. During the ploughing, sowing, and early growing season, they
proved the advantages of working the land as a unit. Meanwhile,
sixteen other households, while they did not form a co-op, merged
their two mutual-aid teams into a more tightly organized and de-
veloped one. They acquired, as joint property, a small mill for process-
ing barley into tsamba (the roast barley flour that is Tibet’s staple
food), two draught animals and two new-type ploughs. Better labour
allocation increased their earnings from sidelines, such as wood-cut-
ting and pig-raising, which were run as a collective enterprise.

These examples persuaded more people. Letters advocating a
commune went to the Party branch. Households without literate mem-
bers asked others to write in their names. Tsomo Drolma’s family,
with five able-bodied workers, was one of those which had felt the
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limitations of mutual aid. It plumped for membership unanimously
and without hesitation. When 82 of the 89 families had applied, the
commune was formed.

The Bhundui experiment, as compared to Donggar, was of a
somewhat more advanced type economically. One of its three teams,
centred on the former co-operative and consisting of 29 households
which formed a fifth of the commune’s cultivated area, had already
gone over to socialist collective ownership of land, with income dis-
tributed on the basis of the labour put in by members, not land. All
large implements, such as ploughs and harrows, had been bought from
their previous owners. Most draught animals were still in private
possession and stall-fed by their owners, who got rent for their use in
farming or transport. Their purchase into collective ownership was
under discussion. Privately owned sheep were grazed by the team
shepherd; he was paid by the day and the team was given the right
to all the manure and one out of every two lambs born. Thus a
jointly-owned flock was being built up.

Another feature of Bhundui Commune was that its chairman was
a woman, Tenzing, an ex-slave of 24 elected for her good work. The
other committee members, too, were mainly ex-slaves as was the 38-
year-old Party secretary, Tsewang Dorje. We visited the good stands
of wheat and barley in the fields, one of the commune’s three primary
schools (65 pupils) with a department for adult classes in the evening,
the reading room and the library. Tenzing told us that the young
people had organized a field propaganda team with a repertoire of
revolutionary songs and plays, and an armed militia unit of 27, which
included ten girls.

Finally we saw the small power station. It was simple but effec-
tive, consisting of a 1o-kilowatt turbine generator, a dammed stream
with a sluice gate operated by a windlass and a control board with
several switches. A bright bulb on a standard burned at the entrance.
Wires strung on poles ran out to the three villages. The operators
were two young Communist League members, both 21. They had
learned to run the place in only three days, they said, from workers
of Lhasa’s Ngachen Power Plant who had installed the machinery.
Bursting with good spirits, they explained eagerly how everything
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worked and its effects. ‘It makes the nights shorter,” said one, “we
can read, we can do anything.” With plenty of water power, the com-
mune was looking forward to installing other generators, for electrical-
ly-run tools. Unquestionably, we were looking at a pioneer of rural
electrification in all Tibet.

Without the commune there would be no power station for the
Bhundui peasants.

Revisited in 1976, Bhundui had gone far forward. Its pioneer
power station had increased its equipment and capacity. Harvesting
was in progress — with yields much higher than before. And we were
conducted with special pride through the orchards with a thousand or
so heavily laden apple trees. In old Tibet, apples were only cultivated,
a dozen or so trees at a time, in the parks of a few top aristocrats,
almost as status symbols. No serf or slave had ever tasted an apple.
Most had never seen one. Now grown in a great many places, they
had become a kind of symbol of the new life.

All these crops were not just triumphs over nature in this area
of only 160 frost-free days a year. They embodied the collective strength
of the commune, and more particularly the revolutionary and scientific
spirit that had won over the former outlook of submission to fate and
adherence to rooted custom.

Basang, the stocky, swarthy young chairman of Bhundui’s rev-
olutionary committee, himself personified the great changes. Born
here as a slave, he had spent three years as a child-lama. Freed in
the democratic reform of 1959, he went to Bhundui’s first people’s
primary school. By his teens he was an accountant in the co-operative
around which the commune was formed. In 1966, at twenty, he joined
the Party. In 1976, at thirty, besides his leading administrative post
in the commune, he was in command of its militia and a member of
its school board.

In 1976, learning from Dazhai (where Basang and several other
activists had gone for a study-visit some years later), was a watchword.
One of the features at Bhundui was that the commune’s land, former-
ly fragmented into over a thousand tiny plots, had been consolidated
by sustained all-out effort into less than 200 — and more levelling
and clearing was proceeding. Nine-tenths had been brought under
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irrigation. More manuring had raised fertility. Better seed (grown,
selected, and in some cases hybridized on scientific plots run by its
own young people) had improved output further.

In field construction and irrigation there was more than earth
and rock to fight. There were also ancient taboos — this hillock was
sacred and not to be levelled, that stream was holy and could not be
diverted, that patch of grass had been decreed untouchable by the
gods. Such ideas naturally were invoked by old forces hostile to
socialism. But they also influenced people who were by no means
reactionary but still had not got rid of old ways of thought.

“We fought back with revolution and science,” said Basang.
“First we set up an exhibition of past and present. Within the mem-
ory of the old people, out of some 400 people who lived here in
the old society, 24 had had to flee to avoid death from hunger, six
were beaten to death by the serfowners and over 6o died in a short
time in a smallpox epidemic. And we made clear the cause, exploita-
tion. In Bhundui, the estate agent had been a lama who, wielding
the authority of both the state and the gods, exacted the 361 kinds of
feudal duties and tribute, ordered floggings and torture for violators,
blessed the oppression, and milked the people of offerings for praying
away bad weather. All this, too, went into the exhibition.

“Next, we illustrated the overthrow of feudalism in the democrat-
ic reform after the suppression of the serfowner rebellion in 1959.
We reminded people of how the Party helped us to become masters
of our own bodies, the land and the crops. Then Bhundui had taken
the first step in heeding Chairman Mao’s call ‘Organizel’. Production
had increased, but not as much as it could have because of the limita-
tions of small proprietorship. Then came the organization of the com-
mune. In short, we made clear by familiar facts the truth stated by
Chairman Mao’s teaching ‘Only socialism can save Chinal’

“As a result, we began to work not only for ourselves but for
the victory of socialism and the future of communism. We began
larger-scale and more scientific farming. Now we have more people.
Many former runaways have returned. Neither the young nor the
old die of hunger or curable illness. But even though there are more
mouths to feed, we no longer need relief grain, as we did even for a



88 TIBET TRANSFORMED

time after the democratic reform. Instead, we are producing a surplus
over our own needs. To go on from here, and we intend to, we must
free our minds from reactionary ideas about ‘fate’ and from those in
which selfishness predominates. All this the exhibition makes clear,
It has been very effective.”

Financially, where once state subsidies had kept it going, Bhundui
reported a good situation. The accumulation of collective funds,
which started soon after the commune was organized, had been pro-
ceeding faster since the last payments to members for implements and
animals they had brought into the commune was made in 1973.

“While improving fields, irrigation, fertilizer and soil, the com-
mune is also doing a lot to improve farm tools,” Basang said. “Lack
of labour power was a major contradiction holding back the develop-
ment of production, as in all of Tibet. So a group for making better
tools — consisting of eight craftsmen, peasants and cadres, has been
set up. They have devised a triple-purpose harrow, which can level
the earth, break clods and uproot weeds, a water-powered winnower
and a horse-drawn ridge builder with which one person can do the
work that once needed a dozen.”

In 1976, Basang informed us, Bhundui was growing more than
twice the grain it needed, and selling substantial amounts to the state.

Not long before, with its collective accumulation, it had bought
a 75 h.p. tractor, with which most ploughing was done now, and a
power drawn huller and winnower.?

Basang said with obvious joy that go per cent of the commune’s
children of seven to 12 were attending its people’s primary school.
Over 100 had graduated and 113 were currently enrolled. When we
were there it was harvest time as is usual in Tibet, school was in
recess so the pupils could help — which we saw them doing, in the
fields.

Nurseries and kindergartens, one in each of the commune’s seven
teams, were taking care of 108 pre-school children. There was a night
school for adults, a troupe for amateur dramatics, a militia unit and
commune clinic with “barefoot doctors” in the teams.

Bhundui’s small industries included weaving of Tibet’s traditional
durable, waterproof woollen pulo cloth, and a tailoring group — such
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units, like the schools, stopped work in the busy farm season to con-
centrate all effort on agriculture,

In addition to its original members, eight young demobilized
People’s Liberation Army men had just come, with their families, to
join the Bhundui Commune.

“Whatever we've accomplished so far,” Basang said, “is only
the first step of a Long March.”



CHAPTER 6

GYAEPA COMMUNE AND
TSERING LHAMO, PIONEER
AMONG TIBETAN WOMEN

The growth of Gyaepa, another famous commune in the region,
is inseparable from that of its woman leader, Tsering Lhamo, and
from the whole change in women’s status in the new Tibet.

Tsering Lhamo was born a slave. Between her childhood and
her twenties, she was sold or given away to several successive owners.
She was torn from her husband. Her children, born in cowsheds,
did not remember their father. One of them, in infancy, was frozen
to death on a bitter cold night, despite her pleas to the serfowner to
be allowed to bring him indoors. Tsering Lhamo was reunited with
her husband only after the democratic reform in 1959-60. Today he
works in the commune. Her surviving son is in the People’s Libera-
tion Army. Her daughter is a “barefoot doctot” — a graduate of
the Nyingchi School of Nursing in southeastern Tibet.

When I first saw her in 1965 Tsering Lhamo was 39, already one
of Tibet’s better known Communists, and Party secretary of the
“Nangzan Mutual-Aid Team”, a pioneer of the first stage of collective
agriculture in Tibet. Nangyan means slave, and the team was so
called because such was the former status of all its members. Also

she was a deputy to the First People’s Congress of the Tibet Autono-
mous Region, elected in that same year.

90
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But none of these promotions showed in her manner. She looked,
and was, a working woman to whom the liberation had restored the
spring and bloom of youth, to whom the sufferings of the past had
become a spur to tireless, aware effort in building the present and
future. Vigorous of body, forthright in speech, with warm brown
eyes and a ready smile frequently lighting up her clear-cut sun-brown-
ed face, she was an image of the freshly released potential of Tibet’s
womanhood.

In 1976, I met her once more in her active, mature early fifties.
She was by now a vice-chairman of the Tibet Autonomous Region,
a member of its leading Party committee, and, on the scale of all
China, of the National People’s Congress. But she still walked with
the solid gait of one who had never stopped working in the fields and
wore country boots and the long, sleeveless sheepskin vest, fur turned
inward, of her native place. This was also her dress when I saw her
yet again, several months later, in Beijing where she had come for a
national conference.

Nor had her regular place of work ever changed. It was still
among her comrades of the ex-slave team, by now a part of the
Gyaepa People’s Commune, which Tsering Lhamo leads.

%* * *

Back in 1965, in Zetang in southern Tibet, Tsering Lhamo had
introduced me to some of the leading members of the team.

They embodied its key characteristic — that, on the basis of
the liberation, it had risen by its own efforts. Although the govern-
ment stood ready to help, the members decided from the start to
““use our hands to work, not stretch them out for gifts””. They exem-
plified what in all China was known as ‘“‘the hard-bone spirit of the
poor”, the class-based self-reliance on which, everywhere and in all
stages of the Chinese revolution, Mao Zedong mainly relied. It was
doubly striking in this Tibetan collective of former slaves, chiefly
women.

“Our main method is to recall the old life to spur us in building
the new,” said Tsering Lhamo. ‘‘Let the comrades here tell their own
experience.”’
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What they began with brought to mind (if one was not to go
back many centuries to early medieval Europe) the life of black
slaves in the southern United States before the Civil War.

Thupten, the team chairman, was then 33. He was one of
those Tibetans who in body build, skin colour and eagle-like features
so strongly resemble the Native Americans of the U.S. Southwest.!
He had been slave to the family of Shatra, the traitorous Tibetan
aristocrat who in 1914 had put his name to the imperialist-dictated
document that drew the “‘boundary” of China and British India deep
within Tibet at the so-called “McMahon Line” (which no Chinese
government nor the Tibetan local government itself had ever rec-
ognized).? Like Tsering Lhamo, his life was full of social and family
tragedy, defiance and struggle. With a gitl slave whom he loved and
“illegally” married, he had tried to escape from the Shatras but been
brought back, flogged and sold away from his wife. Now they were
together again, with three children, one born prior to the democratic
reform and two after their reunion.

Sonam Wangmu, a young woman of 28, had been “housed”,
before the democratic reform, in her master’s dog kennels. She, too,
had contracted a forbidden marriage. The bridegroom, in punish-
ment, was stabbed with a dagger, locked into irons which lamed him
for life, and exiled to haul heavy logs from the forests. Sonam
Wangmu was pregnant at the time; under the double burden of sorrow
and toil she had a miscarriage. By 1965, she was an activist in the
team. Her husband, back with her, was a Communist Party member
and head of Gyaepa township (which later became Gyaepa Commune).

Tenzing Phuti, another young woman, had been sundered from
her husband by sale after two children were born. After the reform
the couple had found each other, and become eager builders of the
team.

Such were four of the eleven households which in 1961 set up
this team. Of the six hectares of land allotted them, two-thirds was
poor and low-yielding. They also received, between them, three
plough-cattle and six donkeys for transport. Tools were few.

To add to their initial difficulties, the team members had been
domestic menials or stable-hands, so they knew almost nothing of
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farming. An unpromising beginning. Yet in the years 1961-64 they
more than doubled the average yield of the soil, to about 2.5 tons of
grain per hectare. On their best fields they were trying for over
5.25 tons per hectare, hitherto unheard of in Tibet and not bad even
for China’s rich lands south of the Changjiang (Yangtze River).?
In their 1965 harvest, these ex-slaves who by the old Tibetan defini-
tion had been “born with nothing to die with nothing”’, gathered half
a ton of grain for every man, woman and child, which meant that
each of the team’s households (there were 16 by 1965) had not only
plenty of food but a substantial surplus for sale and the purchase of
their other needs.

“We could go forward because we stuck together for the com-
mon good,” explained Tsering Lhamo. “As we Tibetans say, ‘Each
strand of wool is thin and weak, but wound into a rope they can
tie down a lion.” Also, we were determined. We've had difficulties
and will have more. But what are they after all, compared to what we
went through under the manor whips?

“In 1961 three of us were already Party members. The Party
and Chairman Mao had taught us — the poor can stand up, but only
with organization, self-reliance and revolutionary drive. So we
three Communists pledged ourselves to set an example by always
sacrificing to help others and not seeking outside aid in anything we
could do ourselves. Whenever one of us wavered, the others would
say, ‘Never forget what you were in the past. Don’t soften up.
A real Communist must do real things for the people. That’s his
only prestige and authority. If we can’t put our all into helping our
class brothers and sisters raise their understanding, rely on them and
lead them forward, our political studies and meetings are a waste
of time.”

In this spirit, with which all the team members became inspired,
obstacle after obstacle was overcome.

Before the first sowing, the team decided to increase the amount
of manure put on the fields. But with only six donkeys, this would
have taken 20 days — more time than they had. So they carried
the manure on their backs as well. By 1965, the team had more than
doubled the annual application of manure to its land.
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Another problem was clearing the fields of stones, which are
everywhere in Tibet. The team removed 750 basketfuls from each
hectare.

In their first ploughing, the determined ex-slaves made up for
their lack of equipment by sending members to work for neighbouring
teams in return for the use of the latter’s animals and tools. Not
waiting for these to arrive, those who stayed behind attacked the
still half-frozen earth with picks.

When it came to sowing, since none of them had any experience,
they sent delegates out to learn how others did it; how much seed in
a handful, how many steps to broadcast it, and the like.

For hoeing, too, a few “apprentices’” went to learn, then returned
to teach the rest, one working at the head of each row so those behind
could imitate. A stubborn prejudice of old Tibet, that it was unpro-
pitious for men to hoe and for women to plough, was overcome, so
the team could better use its labour power.

That autumn, the members threw themselves into the final bat-
tle, the harvest. They reaped jo per cent more grain than in the
previous year, before mutual aid.

The second winter they did not relax, but built a stone embank-
ment alongside the Yarlung Zangbo River and more irrigation chan-
nels. The third winter, they found new sources of earnings in haulage,
cutting firewood for sale, broom-making, sewing clothes and raising
pigs and poultry. The income was used not to replace, but to sup-
port, further expansion of grain-growing.

By 1965, the team had been enlarged by the entry of five more
households with their land, and built up its stock of farm animals
and implements. Of the latter, some were bought with the proceeds
of the enlarged surplus grain sales, but a good many were produced
on the spot — members who knew blacksmithing forged them from
scrap metal collected by the others. By temporarily cutting down
its own milk consumption, and laying in winter fodder, the team raised
more calves.

Mental as well as physical obstacles were got rid of. It had been
believed in Tibet that to fertilize fields after growth had begun would
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“burn the crops”. Practice disproved this; the tecam top-dressed
with urea, with good results.

Formerly, a certain grade of high-yielding white barley had been
eaten only by the lords. For serfs or slaves to touch it, it was said,
would ‘““defy fate” and ‘“‘cause men to die and pastures to wither”.

To break the taboo, Tsering Lhamo herself planted and tended
the team’s first test-plot of this fine grain, achieved a record yicld of
23 times the weight of the seed, and included it in her own family’s
diet. The fact that they came to no harm was publicized. There-
after, this white barley came to be grown and eaten not only in the
mutual-aid team but throughout the township.

Housing, formerly tumbledown, was repaired. New homes were
built for some members.

Up to 1959, no children in the team’s village had gone to school.
By 1965, all those of proper age were attending. Some had acquired
enough education to keep farm accounts.

Below are figures given us on the changes in the lives of these
former slaves:

THE “NANGZAN” MUTUAL-AID TEAM, 1961-64

1961 1964  FPercentage
increase
People and Land:
Member households 11 16 45.5
Abie-bodied workers 19 k)| 63.1
Land (hectares) 6 8.9 48.3
Other Means of Production:
Plough Animals:
Draught cattle
(yak hybrids) 3 13 340.0
Horses and mules 1 7 600.0
Total 4 20 400.0
Otber Animals:
Donkeys (for transport) 6 21 250.0
Milk cattle — 7
Sheep 60 130 116.6
Implements:
Ploughs 2 33 1,550.0
Hand farm tools 90 500 456.4

Manure Applied
(kg. per hectare) 270 525 94.4
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Annual Crops: ' '
Total crop (kg.) 8,820 23,362.5 164.9

Yield per hectare (kg.) 1,470 2,626 78.5

Average per household 801.7 1,456.25 81.6
Annual Consumption of Main Auxiliary Foods (Team Total)

Meat (kg.) 19 445 2,242.1

Butter (kg.) 11 160 1,345.5

Tea (kg.) - 250 —

Clothing Owned
Garments in good condition
(total) 270 500 85.1

It will be noted that animals, tools and members’ consumption
increased much more than the rise in output. This, of course, was
due to the ending of the serfowners’ exactions.

Figures on the team’s 1965 harvest (obtained after our visit)
showed a total crop of 26 tons, an average of three tons per hectare;
and grain distribution to members of 1.6 tons per household, or 500
kg. per person. The number of animals increased to over 200.

Tsering Lhamo and her group, when we saw them, were talking
of the next step to the commune.

* * *

In September 1965, when the Autonomous Region was founded,
the central government in Beijing sent a high-level delegation which
consulted broadly with the Tibetan cadres and people. At a forum
in Lhasa, Tsering Lhamo was asked her hopes. Like many others,
she answered: “People’s communes, soon, in Tibet.”

Gyaepa Commune was set up in 1966. She became its Party
secretary. Ten years later, in 1976, she talked to us for two after-
noons about the intervening decade. With some details paralleling
those in sister communes omitted, here is what she said.

* * *

The mutual-aid teams were a big pace ahead, a seed of socialism.
But they still allowed unearned income. So they couldn’t block a
new drifting apart into rich and poor. A commune is different.
Those who work more earn more. But no one gets anything without
work. That’s more just. It gets rid of exploitation. It’s the road
to common prosperity which the Party points out to us.
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Gyaepa’s change to a commune came after its people got together
to study Chairman Mao’s statements and to build the idea of going
forward together. It involved arguments and battles. People with
more property wanted to leave things as they were. And class ene-
mies spread rumours, One sneered, “Join the commune and you'll
be left with nothing but chopsticks to eat with from the common bowl.”
Another rumbled: “In the commune, you’ll have no freedom. Leaders,
big and small, will be after you for more work all the time.”

- These persons had originally opposed the teams as well. But
now they raised a slogan, ‘“The mutual-aid teams forever!” Their
real aim, which they couldn’t state openly, was to backtrack from every
kind of collective and climb back on the necks of the poor. They
had to be exposed and fought. But many people who fell for their
slogan weren’t against socialism. With them, it was a question of
friendly discussion. It was very, very important to make the dif-
ference.

The Regional Party Committee helped us at each stage. It
launched the study of Chairman Mao’s writings on co-operation in
agriculture. By 1973, we were ready to make a real start on learning
from Dazhai. This movement moved forward in Tibet after the
first nationwide conference devoted to it in 1975. That was when we
started to build up fields and irrigation facilities in a big way.

Naturally, the former serfowners and estate agents tried to wreck
the effort. “These projects will bring you only toil and trouble,”
they said to the members. On the job they were slow, brought their
worst tools and baskets, wanted sick leave all the time and wailed
what they were being put upon. Those were their new forms of
struggle, in contrast to the attitude of the ex-serfs and slaves who
brought out their best equipment and worked hard and well.

There were also other obstacles, Tsering Lhamo told me when I
met her a few months later in Beijing, after the downfall of the “gang
of four”.

In 1975, the commune was agog with new plans. Then came
the cold water. The Red Flag magazine printed attacks on what it
called “the pure productive forces theory”. This made some cadres
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uncertain. Would the advances in production and field construction
on which we had decided put us on the “wrong line”’?

We didn’t know then that the reputed mouthpiece of the Party
Central Committee had been seized by the gang. We couldn’t
understand. How could there be revolution, or anything else, without
grain and other products? What would people eat? Slogans?

Some ex-serfowners and stewards could read, and after seeing
those Red Flag articles, they mocked us: ‘“That’s all what your calls
to ‘work all out for socialism’ are — ‘pure productive forces theory’,
the wrong line being criticized now.”” They and the “gang of four”
were singing in harmony. We held a mass criticism meeting, as
always when the enemy made trouble. In that way, we were fighting
the gang as well, though we weren’t clear about their role then.

* * *

In 1976, having stuck to its guns, Gyaepa reaped a total crop of
868 tons of grain. The per-hectare yield was 6.18 tons, better than
the 6-ton target set for the communes in the fertile provinces of
China’s interior south of the Changjiang (Yangtze) River. For Tibet
it was a real feat.

This victory was in striking contrast to the situation four years
earlier; in 1972 when the “gang of four” were riding high, the com-
mune’s total harvest had fallen to 288 tons and many households
lacked grain. Then too, Tsering Lhamo led in turning the tide.
Taking a manure basket, hoe and bag of tsamba, she went to the
commune’s first team — then so poor that it was compared to “a
scraggy tail that doesn’t even cover a sheep’s behind”. She found
many members not turning out in the commune fields at all but staying
at home to till their private plots and spin woollen thread for sale.
This was not because they were innately more selfish than anyone
else, but because the line was confused. Though slogans were loud,
no steps were taken to give down-to-earth socialist education. Tsering
Lhamo succeeded in moving their thoughts once again toward agri-
culture and the collective, and in getting both the people and the

horses and carts (many being used for personal gain) back to work in
the fields.
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By the next year, 1973, the first team had stopped buying market
grain for food and was growing more than enough for its own neceds.
In that year's distribution every family acquired sufficient reserves,
and there was a surplus for sale to the state not only in this team but
throughout the commune.

In 1974, the commune did better than the grain yield target set
by China’s National Agricultural Programme for the northern prov-
inces — three tons per hectare.

In 1975 it topped 3.75 tons, the target for the central provinces,
south of the Huanghe (Yellow) River.

In 1976, having breasted the “gang of four’s” new tide of dis-
ruption, it “crossed the Changjiang’ by exceeding six tons per hectare.

In 1977 Gyaepa kept going forward and reaped 973 tons of
grain; 20 per cent better than in 1976 in both total harvest and per-
hectare yield.

* * *

Here we resume the account in Tsering Lhamo’s own words:

Compared with really advanced communes in Tibet we are still
far behind. We are learning many things from them. Take the
requirements for cadres worked out at Nyama Commune by its leader,
Rendzin Wanggyal. We think his rejection of all special privileges
for leaders of all grades, their wives and their children is correct. It
is up to us here, too, to serve the people heart and soul, not to disap-
point them, and to get rid of mistakes in our thinking and style of
work. We’ve criticized two tendencies among the cadres: one to think
we’re out of the ordinary because we have rank, and two, that being a
cadre is “‘too hard” and it is better to lay down the responsibility.
Now our commune leaders go down regularly to the teams, frankly
put their own flaws in outlook and action before the members, and
ask them to supplement, analyse, criticize and advise. This has
helped both leaders and masses to put greater demands on themselves
and to be more alert against individualist and small proprietor think-
ing and ways.

At the same time, we don’t rush headlong into steps that can
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be effective only when we have advanced our economy further. For
instance, we haven’t merged or abolished the members’ private plots.
Formerly people tended to use the best manure and their freshest
energies on their own plots, the collective land came second. But in
1975 we decided that the priority in all these respects must go to the
team; now common concerns are in the lead over individual ones,
but the latter aren’t ignored either. That’s the correct relationship.

What part does the old ex-slaves’ mutual-aid team play now?

That’s Team No. 2. It carries on in the old ‘“‘pauper spirit”.
Before the commune was formed, this team alone hadn’t differentiated
into rich and poor. Now, it is still in the lead — in production,
study and its contribution to the state. It’s stuck to its style of hard
work and thrift. It wastes no grain — since 1973 every household has
had its own reserves.

Women were very important in your team. What about Gyaepa
Commune as a whole?

The women stand out not only in farming but in animal husbandry
and in the running of affairs.

In old Tibet, women weren’t allowed to plough. Today they
do, and also do other jobs which were traditionally for men. Also,
they operate machines.

In the pastoral areas women used to be allowed to milk but
not herd. Today there are seven women among the 13 animal herders
in the commune, more than half.

Formerly, women weren’t considered truly human, so naturally
they had no part in councils; what they said or thought didn’t count.
Now half our commune’s cadres above the team level are women:
12 out of 24. So are nine of our 29 Party members. If war comes
and the men have to go to the front, there’ll be no part of the work
the women won’t be able to carry on.

Chairman Mao said that women hold up half the sky, that women
comrades can do what men can, and that the day when China’s women
are fully liberated will be the day of victory for the Chinese revolu-

tion. Our aim is to complete the tasks of the revolution together
with the men comrades.
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Women have played a big part in all Tibet’s revolutionary ad-
vances. In the criticism of the theory of ‘“‘fate” we took the lead.
Everybody’s fate had changed, but ours most of all. Because we
suffered the most, our feeling for the revolution, our eagerness in it,
is perhaps the greatest. In the past, even if women wanted to do

something, we had no right. Now we have the right, so it’s up to
us to use it well.



CHAPTER 7

STATE FARMS —IN CLASS
STRUGGLE, PRODUCTION
AND SCIENCE

Charles Bell, the imperialist official and writer who was active
in the British occupation of Tibet’s Chumbi valley in 1904 and follow-
ing years, wrote of the county of Phari there:

“At Phari, 14,300 feet above sea level...no crop ripens.”

“No crop ripens in Phari” was also an old local maxim. Should
such a thing happen, it was said, it would presage “disaster for all
Tibet”. The poverty-stricken people of this town, one of the highest
in the world, lived by hazardous porterage for nobles and merchants
over the Himalayas to and from India.

It was not only ancient tradition that branded Phari as hopeless
for farming. Many modern agronomists said the same thing, consid-
ering 4,000 metres (13,124 feet) the upper limit for crops in Tibet.
Phari has a mean annual temperature of only 1° C, and an average
of 71 frost-free days per year (in some years only 46) while gingke
barley, Tibet’s staple, needs 100 days to mature.

Yet from 1960, this grain did in fact ripen in Phari, yielding
up to 1.8 tons a hectare. By 1965 it was supplying half the local con-
sumption. Potatoes, radishes and rapeseed were also being success-
fully grown there.

Moreover, far from presaging ‘“‘disaster for all Tibet”, this result

102
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was achieved following the final calamity for the region’s serf
system — which was at the same time the salvation of its people.
Tibet’s peasants, unshackled from feudal bonds and at last organized
for their own benefit, achieved the agrarian “impossible’” — helped
by bold scientific work by people of China’s other nationalities. At
Phari, after repeated experiments, a cold-resistant and early-ripening
strain of barley was sown in mid-April, immediately after the first
thaw. Fields were managed in new ways which included plentiful
manuring, measures against sudden frosts now predictable by weather
forecasts, and the digging of irrigation channels to bring down plen-
tiful water from the mountain snow.

All this was an important experience for the whole of Tibet, where
the development of high altitude farming is vital both to increasing
yields and to the extending of the sown area. Later Phart’s ex-
perience was put to use on the Ngari plateau, western Tibet. There,
in 1965, many places above 4,000 metres were reporting yields of up
to 2.25 tons of barley per hectare.

From the uplands let us shift to Tibet’s lowest-lying area, Zayu
in its southeastern corner, with a relatively warm annual mean tem-
perature of 15.8° C. There, tea was being grown for the first time in
Tibet’s history. The tea trade was one of the main ways in which
the Han ruling class and merchants of old China had exploited the
Tibetans, with the local ruling class acting as middlemen and getting
a share of the profits. It was also one way the imperialists tried
to penetrate Tibet. After Britain seized Darjeeling from Sikkim in
1835, tea plantations were started there with the specific purpose of
turning this trade from China’s interior provinces toward Britain’s
Indian empire, to help tear Tibet from the former and attach it to
the latter.

After the liberation, the solidarity of the peoples of multinational
socialist China, including the Tibetan, removed exploitation from the
tea trade. Not many years afterwards, Tibet began to grow its own
supplies of tea, long an essential in the local diet.

In Lhasa in 1965, ordinary working people were eating fresh
tomatoes and fruit unknown to them before. In Zayi, rice was being
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cultivated. In old Tibet rice had been so rare that even the wealthy,
when entertaining, only served it as a kind of after-meal titbit; the
polite guest would confine himself to nibbling a few grains.

Maijze, sesame, sugar cane and even bananas were also being
grown in Zayii, finding a ready market.

Class struggle, the struggle for production and scientific experi-
ment, said Mao Zedong, are the three major revolutionary movements
in which mankind learns about and changes the world, and changes
itself. All of these we found interwoven in the history of two state
farms near Lhasa. One originally called “July 1" after the formal
birthday of the Chinese Communist Party has more recently been
known as the Tibet Region Agricultural Research Institute. The
other was named “August 1’ after the birthday of the People’s Libera-
tion Army.

THE “JULY 17 INSTITUTE AND FARM

The “July 1’ complex (institute and farm) was set up in 1952
under the 1951 Agreement on Measures for the Peaceful Liberation of
Tibet, which pledged:

Tibetan agriculture, livestock raising, industry and com-
merce shall be developed step by step, and the people’s livelihood
shall be improved step by step in accordance with the actual con-
ditions in Tibet. |

By 1965 it had built five research departments: plant breeding,
farm tools, soil and fertilizers, horticulture and plant protection —
and was testing and applying the results of research in actual produc-
tion. One part of its work was to improve Tibet’s traditional crops
such as upland barley, rapeseed, wheat and turnips. Another was
to introduce and disseminate new crops brought from other places or
developed locally. These included:

Food staples: Heavy-bearing winter and spring wheat, a hardy
wheat-rye hybrid, an over-wintering cross of wheat and gingke barley
and potatoes;
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Industrial crops: Sugar beets and jute;

Vegetables: Chilis, tomatoes, cucumbers, onions, melons, eggplant
and squash;

Fruit: Apples, pears, peaches, cherries and plums.

In old Tibet most of these crops did not exist. Others were rare
ot, as in the case of fruit, rich men’s playthings.

Important in the work at ““July 1"’ has been the search for ways
to overcome Tibet’s natural disadvantages in agriculture, which could
not be done in the social conditions of the past. These disadvantages
include:

High altitude: Most crop lands lie at elevations of betwcen
3,000 and 4,000 metres above sea level (that of the “July 1"’ farm is
3,054 metres).

Low temperatures: Mean annual average 7.9°C.

Wide daily variations: Even when days are warm, nights can
be very cold.

Short frost-free period: 110-120 days of the year.

Sparse rainfall: Annual mean 400 mm.

“These are real difficulties,” said farm director Zhang Taiying.
“But we are dialectical materialists. So we not only take account
of disadvantages but also seek and grasp advantages. There are
many here.” Among favourable factors he listed:

Abundant sunlight: Averaging 3,000 hours a year, twice as
much as in Beijing, with rich solar radiation due to the altitude and
the purity of the air.

Wide daily variation of temperature: From near-freezing at
night to hot in the day during the growing season.

“You may wonder at my counting this variation as a good thing
as well as a bad one,” Director Zhang said. ‘“Here’s why. High
day temperatures help plants to grow and absorb nutrients. Cold
at night reduces transpiration and rests the plants, so that they put
more energy into growth and can achieve great size. Turnips and
cabbages here, as you’'ve seen, can be as big as a man can carry.

“Faced with these pluses and minuses, our task is to evolve
strains and methods that make full use of what’s good while limiting
what’s bad, and finally after much experiment, to make a dialectical
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analysis of Tibet's overall conditions for farming, grasp their objec-
tive laws, and thus turn the disadvantages into advantages. This is
an application of Mao Zedong Thought. Acting on it, we have not
only introduced new crops but achieved some China-wide records.”

Some of the latter, as he gave them, were:

Winter wheat: Sown in the Lhasa area in October and harvested
in August, yielded 8.73 tons per hectare on a small-scale experimental
plot in 1965, as compared with the 3.75-ton average and 7.5-ton high in
China’s interior provinces. By 1976, Tibet’s highest yield, in small
experiments, was 12 tons per hectare, a record for all China. In
actual production there were fields yielding 6 tons.!

Cabbages: 150 tons per hectare.

Tomatoes: 37.5 tons per hectare in cold frames.

Apples, pears, peaches: Most trees in 1965 were their first pro-
ductive years, but the best were already bearing 75 kg. per tree. Peach
trees, sensitive to cold, were trained to grow close to the ground, like
sprawling vines.

The farm’s tool department was popularizing new ploughs and
horse-drawn sowers that had helped raise the sprouting rate of seed
to 8o per cent, from as low as 30 per cent by the old hand methods.
Crosses of local cattle with Friesians, and of local pigs and poultry,
sctawny but climatically well-adapted, with outside varieties had
produced useful new breeds.

Like everything else in the new Tibet, the “July 1’ Farm grew up
in struggle with separatist and feudal forces. The serfowner regime,
anxious that it should show failure rather than efficacy, provided only
100 hectares of the worst land, thin, stone-strewn and overgrown with
scrub. For this barren waste, it charged the central government
40,000 silver yuan. Yet it was here that the farm’s workers and
staff, political and scientific, gained the results enumerated above,
quickly began to distribute improved seed to the surrounding people,
and in production first grew their own food and then a substantial
surplus. By 1965, the “July 1’ Farm was supplying 1,500 tons ot
vegetables, 10,000 kg. of pork and some 20,000 kg. of milk annually
to Lhasa markets.

Prior to the democratic reform, this state farm was limited in
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its contacts within Tibet, so two-thirds of the experimental material
consisted of plants and animals brought from elsewhere in China.
After 1959, with the old political obstacles swept away, research not
only grew in scope but changed fundamentally. By 1965, three-quar-
ters of the experimentation was with Tibetan strains. Three-fifths
of the personnel were widely scattered in out-stations among the
peasants, learning from their experience and welding it with modern
science to find solutions for urgent local problems.

There were two phases in this outreach — initially from the farm
itself to other points in the Lhasa area, and later to prefectures to
the south, west and north. In all these places, selected Tibetan mu-
tual-aid teams (and later communes) doubled as demonstration units
where much of the research was also done. There the scientific staff
lived and worked with the liberated setfs and slaves.

Between my visits in 1955 and 1965, the staff and workers of
the “July 1"’ Farm increased several fold, to a total of 346, including
49 scientists and farm technicians, 274 workers and 23 administrators.
Many Tibetan ex-serfs and slaves, starting as workers, had become
technicians. Some had done advanced study in the interior. Others
had gone on to be cadres — including local government chairmen and
Party secretaries of agricultural counties.

The general task of the farm, said Director Zhang, was to take
advantage of the change in relations of production, achieved through
the democratic reform and beginnings of collectivization, to help
enlarge the productive forces in Tibet’s agriculture.

In 1976 my third visit to the “July 1’ Farm, now known as the
Tibet Autonomous Region Agricultural Research Institute, revealed
that it had gone far forward along this path.

Two immediate impressions were:

First, while on both the past visits the briefing had come from
Han agronomists, this time it was given by a Tibetan, a woman in
her late thirties named Nyima. Her history? She had been trained
politically and scientifically from among the once illiterate ex-serf
teenagers who had come more than a decade earlier to the farm.
What, then, were the Han scientists doing? Some of those I had
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met in 1955 and 1965 were still there. But most were no longer super-
iors, either in administrative or professional rank. Rather they had
become staff officers and advisers to the new responsible personnel,
Tibetans who had once been their subordinates and pupils, and in
whose advance they showed pride and enthusiasm.

Second, T was struck by Nyima’s words as she took us around
a special display of products of the farm. ‘“All these did not exist
in old Tibet. They were acclimatized through long experiments.
Now they've settled down in our region and give high yields over
large areas.”

Thus, each of my three visits corresponded to a different stage.
In 1955, much of the work here had been demonstrative, to awaken
people to new possibilities. In 1965, these possibilities were already
being developed under field conditions. In 1976, agricultural science
had to a large extent “settled down” in Tibet — in terms of local per-
sonnel, mass participation and region-wide application in production.

The Institute, being the centre of a larger network in Tibet, was
mainly engaged in trying out experimental strains, affirming them,
and providing improved seed (and stud animals) for producing units.

As regards the way some new things were developed, we heard
a very striking fact. It illustrated clearly the advantages to Tibet
of being part of China’s socialist multinational family. To
increase the number of generations in a given time, the farm was
flying seed by air freight to a sister institution in semi-tropical Hainan
Island, thousands of kilometres away. There it maintained one of
its own technicians on land specially allotted. Rapidly multiplied
in conditions where two crops a year were possible, the seed was then
flown back to Tibet.

Animal husbandry in Tibet is as important as crop-growing, ot
more so. In sheep-breeding, the Institute had helped cross Tibetan
varieties with others from Xinjiang with marked success. Local
sheep, though able to stand up to Tibet’s climatic rigours, used to
yield only a kilogramme or so of wool at each clipping. The cross-
breeds, retaining their hardiness, provided 2.5 kilogrammes in the
first generation and 5 kilogrammes or more by the third. A signifi-
cant proportion of all sheep in Tibet had been thus improved. Ex-
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periments were continuing for further progress. There was still a
very long way to go, however, to catch up with top world standards,
such as those achieved in New Zealand.

The Institute’s dairy herd of 8o cows, by 1976, had twice the milk
yield of a few years earlier. It also supplied breed bulls and sperm.
Dutch cattle brought for propagation from the interior could not at
tirst stand the altitude, often dying of heart trouble. This had been
largely obviated by gradual acclimatization.  First they spent some
time at about 2,000 metres above sea level, then were brought by
stages up to 3,600 metres (the elevation of the farm), then still higher.

Work was being done on breeding a heavier-milking yak (yak
milk has very high fat-content but yield per yak-cow, or dri, is very
small).

In pig-raising, 100 pedigree boars were being supplied each year
to producing units.

The Institute, too, was the regional headquarters for the study
of all types of soil in Tibet, and of methods of manuring and man-
agement suited to each. Communes with the requisite conditions were
being used as research stations. Soil scientists worked in close con-
junction with the masses.

In fertilizers, work was being done on humic acid, of which there
are abundant sources in some of Tibet’s boggy grasslands.

In plant protection, research concentrated on local insect pests
and diseases, and on trials of pesticides and weed-killers. The cause
of “white stalk’ disease of wheat, peculiar to Tibet, had been found.
A good rust-resistant strain of wheat had been developed in the
Institute’s out-station in Nyingchi County, where rains are abundant
for Tibet, and rust frequently occurs.

The farm’s horticulturists were continuing to adapt vegetables
and fruits from other parts of China, and from abroad, to Tibetan con-
ditions. Tomatoes and peppers, unknown in the region before the
liberation and grown largely under glass when first introduced, were
now cultivated in the open. Cucumbers when first transplanted to
the high plateau did not bear seed, which had to be brought from the
outside with every new sowing. Cabbages, on the contrary, tended
to run to seed. Both flaws had been corrected. Eggplants, in early
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experiments, grew small and “hard as stone”. Today they are of
normal consistency and very large, weighing from o.5 to 2 kilos apiece.

In the striking increase in apple-growing the Institute (and its
predecessor the “July 1"’ State Farm) played a key role from the start.
The initial phase in which seedlings had to be shipped into Tibet
by air, was ended by success in grafting to a native wild crabapple
stock. As a result, the Institute’s nursery by 1976 was supplying
thirty to fifty thousand young trees to the Lhasa municipality each
year. In one of Lhasa’s counties, Doilungdéqén, every commune by
the late 1970’s, had its own orchard.

Besides apples, Bartlett pears had been successfully acclimatized
and propagated.

Not long before our 1976 visit, the Institute had shifted most of
its fruit work to the extensive state orchard at Nyingchi where growers
from many places came for training in grafting, pruning and other
techniques. “There is a big future for fruit in Tibet,” we were repeated-
ly told.

Two-thirds of the Institute’s scientific personnel, in 1976, were
in the field at all times. Members of peasant agricultural science
groups (all communes and many teams now had them) came in freely
to use its facilities and exchange experience.

There was another and broader aspect, the throwing open of
the doors of agricultural science to Tibet’s rural toilers, and of special-
ized educational institutions to their sons and daughters. Among
the children of the Institute’s Tibetan workers, several were studying
agriculture and allied subjects — including farm equipment, meteor-
ology, forestry and water conservancy — in colleges in the interior.

THE PLA AS FARM PIONEERS

“August 1”’, the army’s farm, is a modern one of about 670 hec-
tares (1,530 acres) with tractor park, trucks to carcy its produce and
other mechanized equipment.

In its office, hung with charts of the Long March and other
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historic revolutionary battles and campaigns, and with specimens and
diagrams of current production, we heard its striking history.

“In 1951 when the PLA arrived in Lhasa after crossing ‘a thousand
mountains and ten thousand streams,’ ” said its Political Commissar
Chen, using a poetic Chinese expression, ‘“‘grain was our life-and-death
problem. There were no roads yet to bring it up from the rear.
We had only what could be carried by pack animals. Under the 17-
article Agreement, the local government was supposed to help us
to buy food.? Instead it deliberately cornered all the grain on the
market, driving up its price and that of all other goods, not only for
us but for the people. We were forced to pay a silver yuan for a
bundle of five small radishes, two yuan for a saucer-sized wheat-cake.
Local inhabitants were stopped from selling us firewood and fodder.
The kashag spread rumours like, “The Hans have eaten up all the
grain in the interior, and now they've come to gobble up everything
here. You won’t be able to eat the silver they pay, so don’t deal
with them.” A few of the more patriotic aristocrats sold us some
food, and the people brought some yak-dung fuel, but that couldn’t
solve matters. But try as it might, the kashag wasn’t able to drive
out our working-class army nurtured by the Party. We stood our
ground by following Chairman Mao’s teachings, ‘Move your own
hands to produce.’

“When we asked the kashag for unused land, they clearly figur-
ed, ‘What can you few hundred men do?’ they mocked us openly.
Their officials took us to an abandoned butial ground, all sand and
thornbushes, and said, ‘You can have for your farm just as much
land as you can reclaim in three days.’

“Our troops and cadres, men and women, pitched in to work
round the clock. It was cold. We had no shelter and few tools.
Worst of all, we were weak from hunger. No roads had been built
yet to bring up supplies. Our daily ration was 400 grams of broad
beans and barley usually mouldy. Because the reactionaries would not
lend us millstones, we had to eat it unground. Everyone was terribly
constipated as well as underfed. We varied our diet as best as we
could with wild roots, and the meat of marmots we flushed out of
their holes. But we did not stop work, not for a minute, even to
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sleep. That’s how we changed the ‘three days’ given us into three
days and three nights.

“While we worked, Lukhangwa, a high official of the local
regime, came in his finest robes and gloated to our Political Commissar
Wang Jimei, ‘You're happy over your victories. But an empty
stomach can be worse than defeat in the field.” He was frankly trying
to starve us out.

“The poor serfs were different. When they saw us picking wild
plants, some of which looked like edible ones in our home provinces
but actually were poisonous, they helped tell us those that could be
eaten safely from those that couldn’t.

“Hardships are a test and a tempering for Communists. Party
members had that spirit. We purposely came for meals late, and left
early, to leave more for the others. We tried to work harder than
anyone else. Morale was high. While wrestling with that land,
everyone sang. The soldiers made up a rhyme:

Hard as iron is the frozen ground,

But the fighters’ bearts are strong as steel,
Today we water with our sweat and blood,
Tomorrow’s fields of vegetables and grain.

“Labour is something all labouring people understand. The local
poor began to ctowd around us, with sympathy and suggestions. A
ragged 8o-year-old lama told us, “You’ve been fooled. This place is
even worse than it looks. It’s flooded when the river rises and
drought-stricken at low water.” The reactionaries were angered by
our morale and by these contacts. They got Tibetan Army soldiers to
point their guns at the reclaiming troops, hoping to cause a bloody
clash. But because we stuck firmly to policy, we couldn’t be provok-
ed. We just kept on working, though on the alert. In those three
days, we reclaimed our first 34 hectares of land.

“Most of us were peasants born and bred. But we had little
idea of how to farm the high plateau. We had no fertilizer, so we
went into Lhasa to collect human manure. We couldn’t get baskets,
so we took off our trousers, tied up the legs, and used those for con-
tainers. Thus, gradually, we enriched the sandy soil. That first year,
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1951, we got 200 tons of barley and peas off it. Chairman Mao’s
ideas brought us victory in a complex fight with class enemies.
When we won it, we remembered our friends, the poor. We sent that
old lama a gift, a giant turnip from our first crop. It weighed 15 kilo-
grammes.

“Our good harvest encouraged all the PLA troops and central
cadres then in Tibet — in Xigazé Gyangzé and Yadong. One of our
units at Nagarzé raised grain 4,500 metres above sea level — some-
thing the British and Indian writers on Tibet thought couldn’t be done.
Nearby inhabitants flocked in to learn how we’d managed it, and
were soon repeating the feat.”

All army farms were on previously untilled waste, Commissar
Chen stressed. The interests of the people were not infringed on. If
the army found a water source for irrigation, it gave the local peasants
prior access. The same was true of source of fertilizer. As its work
developed, “August 1"’ began to supply the entire vicinity with the
best seed, carefully selected, in exchange for an equal amount of
ordinary food grain. To the poor setfs, seed was offered free. The
farm gave medical treatments to the nearby people and veterinary
treatments to sick animals, also without charge. At harvest time it
sent its carts to help transport the villagers’ grain. They, in turn,
helped the soldiers get in the crops, after they had gathered in their
own.

From 1954, when the trunk highways into Tibet were completed,
the army farms could get modern equipment (the first two tractors
came in 1955). In 1959 came the crucial test. Besieged by rebel kashag
troops, ‘“August 1 successfully defended itself. After the rebellion
was put down and the feudal system was ended, more waste land
could be reclaimed. In 1960 alone, the farm brought under cultivation
1,330 hectares in four nearby counties. Half of this it turned over to
the people. The rest, 670 hectares, it kept to farm for the army’s self-
support. Former barrens were made productive by deep ploughing
with tractors, building up the soil, sowing good seed bred for local
conditions, and chemical fertilizer. In 1964, on its 670 hectares, the
farm produced 8oo tons of grain, 610 tons of vegetables and 5o tons
of rapeseed. It also grew 1,280 fruit trees and kept livestock — 1,000
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hotses, yaks and cows, 2,000 sheep, 5o pigs and a lot of poultry. It
became independent financially and, with the units it supplied, self-
sufficient in grain, edible oils, meat and fodder.

As on all PLA land projects, the continuing policy was “Reclama-
tion, production and capital construction done simultaneously by self-
reliance and hard work”. Capital construction included digging 9o
kilometres of canals and channels to ensure flood protection, irrigation
and drainage. Half a million tons of earth and stone were moved in
the process. Some 6oo,000 trees had been planted as shelter belts,
windbreaks, and along the roads. The farm in 1965 looked prosperous
and attractive.

By then it had nine tractors, seven trucks and many steel ploughs
and other horse-drawn implements. Some of the latter were already
being made in Tibet. Electricity from the Ngachen power station was
used for lighting, flour milling, a sawmill and other subsidiary entet-
prises. The average wage for workers was 40 yuan a month.

Very important, too, was the farm’s function as a school for local
peasants. Up to 1965, it had trained 6o drivers on its nine tractors.
Two of its Tibetan workers had become truck drivers, one a film pro-
jectionist. Eight occupied posts as leaders or vice-leaders of produc-
tion teams, and political instructors or assistant instructors. Twelve
had joined the Communist Party and 26 the Communist Youth
League. It was of the schooling of revolutionaries with technical skills,
not just of skilled personnel, that the farm was most proud.

What was achieved on the “August 1’ and other army farms in
Tibet was a strong stimulus to the people at large to move on from
mutual aid to larger-scale organized socialist farming.

In 1976, the vice-director of the “August 1"’ State Farm who now
met us was a stocky, middle-aged Tibetan PLA officer named
Tsenben.

The Farm’s area had been reduced to 173 hectares. It had handed
over much of its previous land, as well as areas newly reclaimed, to-
nearby Tibetan communes.

The average wheat yield was about six tons per hectare, almost
double that in 1965. Considerable quantities of vegetables and apples-
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were grown. Butter was another product, made not on the spot but
in the Farm’s pastures to the north and east, where it grazed §,000
animals.

Nearly 8o per cent of the workers on the Farm and 40 per cent
of the cadres were by then Tibetans.



CHAPTER 8

THE NEW STATE FARMS —
MACHINES, IRRIGATION AND
GRAIN

The “July 1’ and “August 1"’ State Farms were pioneers in in-
troducing new crops and farm techniques and in training personnel
in Tibet for improving agriculture. The newer state farms, many times
their size and founded in the 1960’s, have been pioneers in mechaniza-
tion and extensive irrigation. They are large-scale grain producers.

In 1976, we spent some days in two of them, each several hours’
drive from Lhasa. Phampo State Farm had begun work in 1960, and
Lhundrup State Farm in 1966.! Both were unprecedentedly well
equipped for the region. Between them, they supplied enough staple
grain (mainly wheat but also some barley) to feed Tibet’s entire
population for two weeks. They raised other crops and pastured a
variety of livestock mostly of improved breeds developed on the spot.
They also ran some small factories and mines, and had their own
schools and medical and other welfare facilities.

Driving from location to location along the farm’s well-surfaced
roads, we saw things that had not existed in Tibet ten years eatlier.
On either side of us stretched undivided fields of golden grain.
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Through them moved massive red combine harvesters, singly or in
pairs, pouring cascades of grain into attending trucks. The back-
ground was Tibet’s splendid natural setting of azure skies and serried
peaks. Truly a scene of “purple mountain majesties above the fruited
plain”.

In some places, shimmering water gurgled through wide stone-
lined channels running die-straight across the fields. It came from
the reservoirs, among Tibet’s first and biggest, built by these state
farms in 1974-75.

As state farms, Phampo and Lhundrup were different from the
communes, being under public, not collective, ownership. Hence, theit
system of distribution was different. Instead of members receiving a
share of the annual income, their workers drew wages. Produce and
profit went to the state. Losses, if any, were borne by the state. And
the state supplied all investment and equipment, in both production
and welfare.?

As elsewhere in Tibet, the investments were far in excess of local-
ly available income, a circumstance pointed out as the policy of the
Party and state toward minority nationalities, i.e. the assistance of the
majority to the minority.

Another feature of this policy, the training and promotion of
Tibetan nationality cadres, was apparent in these large-scale enter-
prises. In Phampo, the state farm’s assistant Party secretary, 36-year-
old Sonam Wangdui, was a Tibetan. So were the Party secretaries of
all the brigades, and all but one of the operators and repair personnel
of its farm machines (five of the tractor squads were composed entire-
ly of Tibetan women). Out of 179 teachers in Phampo’s schools, 71
were Tibetan. In its medical service, the director and 16 of the other
doctors were Tibetans (some others were Hans) as were all its 77
veterinarians. In Lhundrup, the portion of Tibetan cadres was some-
what less, but still high.

An idea of the size and technical level of the two farms could

be gleaned from the figures and facts given us:
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Phampo Lhundrup
State Farm State Farm
Total population 15,000 14,801
Workers* 6,400 No figure, but proportion prob-
ably the same
Farmland (hectares) 7,350 5,130
Land under wheat and barley** 4,400 4,000
Wheat & barley crops 1975 (tons) 10,000 8,000
Cattle and sheep 65,000 80,000
No figures, but 80% of
Tractors 55 ploughing, sowing, cultivating
Combines 12 and threshing, and 20% of
harvesting done by machines (as
Garden tractors 20 compared with Phampo’s 95%).

22 Harvesting 20% by machine

Hulling machines
uiing ? (Phampo’s mainly mechanized).

Trucks for agricultural use 44 37
Reservoir capacity (cubic mettes):***

Kartse Reservoir 4 million

Hutoushan Reservoir 1.2 million
Percentage of land irrigated No figure 70%

Both farms had built their reservoirs and attendant channels
mainly with their own work force during agricultural off-seasons.
State help was given in the form of mechanized construction equip-
ment with its operators, cement, etc. At Phampo, a thousand men and
women wotked for eight months. At Lhundrup, with less people, it
took longer.

The growth of Phampo in cultivated area (mainly by reclama-
tion), output and production was reported as follows:

* Including 2,000 workers in small industries.

** Rest of cultivated area under fodder and oil-bearing crops, sugar beet
(Phampo only), etc.

*¥* Lhundrup had also built a 28-kilometre-long main irrigation canal and 4
smaller reservoirs at brigade level.
Phampo was building a second large reservoir.
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Percentage

1960 1966 1975 Increase

1966-75
Area under grain (hectares) 2,000 4,000 4,400 120%
Grain output (tons) 1,700 7,000 10,000 488%
Per hectare yield (tons) 1.1 1.7 2.3 91%

Between 1971 and 1975, Phampo’s contributions to the state grew
as follows:

Grain Money
(tons) (% increase) (yvan) (% increase)
1971 3,000 — 220,000 —
1975 6,000 50 860,000 304

Lhundrup’s output growth, we were told, was uneven in the
first years, with a dip due to confusion of line (apparently the Lin
Biao line) in 1968-70. But afterwards there was a steady and constant-
ly accelerating upward trend listed as follows:

Output Growth Percentage
(tons) Increase
1972 5,000 -
1973 5,750 15
1974 6,900 20
1975 8,000 16
Percentage increase 1972-75 60

Monthly wages on the farm were:

In Money In Grain
(yuan) (kg.)
Agricultural workers 27 18.5
Stockbreeding workers 45 —
Industrial workers 45 —

Workers lived rent-free, paid nothing for electricity and enjoyed
free medical service.
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In the autumn of 1976 the two state farms were beginning to
resettle their workers in improved housing. Phampo’s planned to move
four-fifths of its 3,000 or so families within two years. In the pro-
cess, old villages occupying cultivable land were being moved to
fringing slopes, to free more soil for crops. In the farm’s Eighth
Brigade, we saw 28 houses and a school recently erected on a new
site. The homes, averaging 160 square metres of ground-floor space,
were of traditional Tibetan design, with gaily coloured beams and
small patios. In addition, for each person, there was an allotment for
raising vegetables. Families, with less than three petsons, could keep
a cow, those with three to five could keep two, up to a maximum of
three cows — to provide them with butter and other milk products.
(The limitation on the number of private animals was removed in
1980.) If a cow went dry, the farm exchanged it for another. In this
brigade, the farm also paid three men to pasture the workers’ private
cows, of which there were 300 (the brigade also grazed 5,000 head of
state-owned livestock).

Lhundrup had a different plan for its building for work
and home. Its Party Secretary, Zhang Lin, was a veteran of the
Eighth Route Army’s famous 359th Brigade which in the anti-Japanese
war days had reclaimed the wild Nanniwan valley to ensure food
supplies for the blockaded Yan’an area. There the troops — fighters,
workers and farmers at the same time — had built themselves cave
houses in the pattern common in northwestern China. Now in far-
off Tibet, we saw their virtual replicas, but on a much more generous
scale. Built of excellent stone from the nearby mountain, they were
high-arched and spacious, their domed white-painted rooms bright
with sunlight by day and electricity at night. Each arch-entrance
opened to the south, its door surrounded by latticed windows to admit
the maximum of sun. The woodwork was painted in the warm, bright
colours the Tibetans love.

Before being adopted, we were told, this design had been dis-
cussed and approved by Tibetan cadres and workers. At their sugges-
tion, besides the rooms for living, there were storerooms deep within
each cave — for the family grain, wool for home spinning and weaving
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and a vat for brewing chiang, or Tibetan beer. This was in accordance
with time-honoured local custom.

Construction was still proceeding. The stone was trimmed on
the spot and laid in place by Lhundrup’s famous “‘iron girls”’ team of
masons, famous partly because in old Tibet, women could carry stone,
like beasts of burden, but not cut or lay it. These young women were
unforgettable. Their black eyes and white teeth flashed in their sun-
browned faces, beneath brightly-coloured headkerchiefs. The sound
of their clinging hammers and lively work-songs rose into the meas-
ureless, deep blue Tibetan sky. Against it, the red flag of the team
danced like a flame.

More than 1,300 years ago, the Princess Wencheng, coming from
the Tang dynasty capital at Xi’an to marry the Tibetan King Songtsan
Gampo, had brought with her Han builders who made an important
contribution to subsequent Tibetan public architecture. Now not from
Sian but from Yan’an, not from the feudal aristocracy of one nation-
ality to that of another, but from liberated working people directly to
their counterparts came another impetus, in a link far firmer. So I
thought, visiting Lhundrup in the late 1970’s and recalling Nanniwan
which I had seen in the early 1940’s.

“Here women hold up more than half the sky,” said Pin Kang,
the tall, quiet, weathet-beaten director of the farm, a Tibetan from
Batang in Sichuan who had joined the PLA in 1950, and still wore
his army uniform.

Tsering Yangdzom, head of the “iron girls” team, was the farm’s
assistant political director. In Lhundrup, as in Phampo, women
operated many of the agricultural machines. A Tibetan woman, an
ex-serf, in charge of all the farm’s irrigation, led us through the net-
work of main and subsidiary channels.

One of the spin-offs from the construction of reservoirs and
cisterns was Tibet’s first try at raising the famous Peking ducks. We
saw some of the initial batch of a thousand, just flown in by plane.
Only one, we were told, had died from the effects of the long journey.
They were not being bred for banquets. They are one of the best
meat producers, in terms of feed consumed, in the entire animal world.

»
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Their acceptability in Tibet is also a victory over old ideas, as the
eating of poultry was frowned on by the old superstitions.

The welfare services of the farms included schools, hospitals,
clinics, nurseries, retirement pay for the old.

As elsewhere, the people here had had a past of blood and tears
in the old Tibet. In what is now Phampo’s Fifth Brigade, 72 serf
families, on top of the burden of their forced labour, had owed debts
amounting to 40 tons of grain and 236,000 yxan in money, on which
they would have had to pay interest for generations. In living mem-
ory, seven families there had died out entirely, 57 persons had been
forced to flee, 16 had perished from cold and hunger and 11 had been
slaughtered.

In the course of the democratic and socialist revolutions, these
tragedies were repeatedly recalled. Whenever anyone showed serious
selfishness or tried to take advantage of the labour of others, or lent
money at interest, or attempted to turn rank into privilege, the re-
minder was given: ‘“That was what the old rulers did in relation to
us. We working people must never do as they did.”

At the same time, ultra-Left impulses were rejected. In the dis-
cussion of “bourgeois right” in 1975, some of the workers had wanted
to turn in their family land allotments and cattle. The leadership,
while approving the sentiment, had opposed this as premature. Final-
ly, it was decided to reduce the per capita allotment from 330 to 130
square metres. But all family cows were left in private possession, to
provide the butter that is such an essential in the Tibetan diet.

The question of checking privileges, we were told, was tackled
here not by equalitarian cutbacks but by steps to ensure that the cadres
retained the qualities of the working people. Those at the state farm
level were then required to do at least 100 days of field labour a year,
those at brigade level 200 days.

Formerly, riding horses had been assigned to cadres of several
ranks, who could use them at will. After discussion it was decided
that if some habitually rode, while others walked, it would divorce
them from the masses. In 1975 horses for individual use by cadres
were revoked. Instead, they were to be supplied on occasions when
work required their use. The change was made through discussion.
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After it, the rank and file said of the cadres: “They ride less
and work more. They issue orders less and investigate more."
The Party secretary at Phampo, an old soldier, was hard to be

found in the office, easy to find in the fields. He became known as
“the barefoot secretary”,






FROM THE DEPTHS OF HELL



CHAPTER 9

THE ACCUSERS

This chapter was hard to write, and will be hard to read, for it
is like a descent into hell. But it ends well. Because the inferno has
ended.

It concerns seven men and a woman whom I met and interviewed
in 1965, three in Lhasa and four in Xigazé. It quotes another young
man whom I did not see. It touches on many people now dead, some
of whose remains I viewed. Of its eight living subjects, two had had
their eyes gouged out. One had a leg tendon sundered, crippling him
forever. One had his arm shot away. One had a hand chopped off
and one a foot. One was deafened and disfigured and one barely
escaped being ritually buried alive.

The stories of the living and the dead, coming from their own
mouths or revealed by the mute evidence of their bones, were an it-
refutable indictment of the old Tibetan serf society.

TASHI THE TANNER

How can I forget Tashi? A small man of 37, his fine-featured
face saddened but not ravaged by constant pain, he walked into the
room on crutches, supported by a girl interpreter. His left leg hung
shrunken, swathed in bandages. For though seven years had passed
since he was deliberately maimed, it was still festering.
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OPENING ROADS TO TIBET

Clearing a landslide on the Sichuan-Tibet highway, 1955.

Pack-yak caravan alongside the new road, 1955.
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By air to Lhasa, 1965.




Traditional cantilever

Traditional suspension type.

Yarlung Zangbo River ferry, now replaced by bridge.




“THE RICH MAN IN HIS PALACE,
THE POOR MAN AT HIS GATE.”

Beggars in old Lhasa.
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Tibetan nobles.




CHANGED WAYS OF FARMING

Farming the old way,
laboriously with wood-
en plough and yaks.

Tibetans near
Lhasa are using
Chinese-made trac-
tors to till land.

By 1965, electrical-
ly-powered thresh- \
ers were muchinuse "

around Lhasa. v




FROM MANORS TO COMMUNES

A bumper harvest of cabbages on the
high plateau — a thing rare in the past.
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secretary; centre, jawang, ex-serf chairman of the team.
With mighty collective effort, fields like

In 1979 Khaesum was part ith i this one in Nyama commune were creat-
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Tsering Lhamo (right) with Thupten, chairman of the Gyaepa co-op in 1965, and ex-slave
women committee members, before it became a commune.

Tsering Lhamo in 1976 when she
was a member of the Tibet Party
Committee and vice-chairperson
of the Autonomous Region.




THE GRIM PAST
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Sonam Tsering, herdsman, ex-serf of Sera Do Dawa, holding the arm shot off by the
lamasery tortured and blinded in 1951. young noble to whom he had been a personal
slave.

Tseden (hamstrung for debt) and Tsering Drolma (hand amputated for losing lambs)
mutilated by serfowners in Xigazé.



The author with Tashi,
the maimed tanner.
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V¥ Tashi Dawa (in fur hat) and Tandzin
Wangbu, who escaped burial alive as
“human cornerstones” when they were boy
lamas in 1957, lived to become school
teachers in the new society. Here they tell
their story in the Tibet Revolutionary
Museum.

Tenzing Wangchuk, disfigured and deafened
when he was a serf tailor to a Lhasa aristocrat.

The evidence of the dead. Bones of serfs and
slaves for ritual purposes.
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REVOLUTIONARY CONTINUITY

£

-

Young Tibetan Long Marchers in 1937 soon after their arrival in Yanan. (Left to right) Tashi
Wangchuk; Tian Bao (Sanggye Yeshi); Yang Dongsheng (Shinrob Dondrup); unidentified and
Sonam (Sha Nai).



Yang Dongsheng,

Standing Committee of the Tibet Autonomous
Region People’s Congress, with Tsedan
Drolma, a leader of the Tibet art troupe.

Pasang (left) for-
merly a slave girl,
in 1976 a secre-
tary of the Tibet
Party Committee.
Chatting with her
is Baoriledai, now
a vice-chairperson
of the Standing
Committee of the
People’s Congress
of Inner Mongolia.

in 1980 chairman of
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Tian Bao, until 1980, chairman of the Tibet
regional government, member of the Central
Committee of Chinese Communist Party.

Tashi Wangchuk, now chairman of
the Qinghai provincial government.
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He had been a tanner, Tashi told me, a member of a once des-
pised trade in Tibet (like that of the blacksmith, the butcher and the
leather worker). His home was on the grasslands of Damxung where
the tribe of herdsmen to which he belonged had been serfs en masse
to Lhasa’s huge Drepung lamasery (such collective serfdom by whole
tribes was the typical feudal relationship in Tibet’s pasturelands).

“We tanners used to go from place to place to find work and
earn some grain,”’ he began. ‘“In 1958 I was returning with a sack of
barley to my tribe when three well-dressed men rode up and accused
me of looting their lord’s field. They had no proof, for I had stolen
nothing. Just the same they tied me up, kicked me black and blue,
then dragged me to the dyong (county) jail where I was chained by
the ankles to a pillar. They gave me no food for days. My mother
heard where I was, but though she wept and implored, she wasn’t
allowed to bring any. Then the son of the dzongpon (county head)
came with several retainers, and they questioned me, ‘Why did you
steal that barley?” They hung tools of torture round the room to scare
me into talking.”

When Tashi did not admit theft, he told me, they took off his
fetters, carried him outside, and spreadeagled him face down on two
boards. One of the men, with the knife all pastoral Tibetans carry
in their belts, sawed through the tendon below his left knee.

“What passed through your mind?”

“I thought. . . . It’s the end of me. But I'm innocent. Why do
they do this? It’s not as though I have something they needed. I have
nothing! Why should I die so young, even before my father? What
will happen to my old parents, my wife and children?”

“Did you think, while in jail, of getting word to the PLA for
protection?”’

“No. We weren’t really liberated then,! and our minds were in
darkness. First, how could I dare? The serfowners wouldn’t let us go
near the PLA without special permission. Second, I was confused.
They kept telling us the PLA was bad, godless, irreligious.”

“And afterwards?”

They left him, Tashi said, in the windswept yard. He lost a
lot of blood. His mother begged that he be brought indoors, but
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was refused. Only after ten days was she allowed, with neighbours,
to carry him home. By then he was in a high fever, his leg swollen
and pus-filled.

“You see how it is ecven now,” said Tashi, pulling back his
bandages. “I'm lucky to be alive. A month after it happened,
Mother got word to a PLA medical team and a doctor came. He
not only gave me medicine. When he saw how poorly we lived, he
also brought food. We kept that quiet from the headman.”

But with Tashi, its main worker incapacitated, the family was
almost destroyed. ‘“You have a cripple at home,” the headman told
Tashi’s parents, ‘“‘so you must work more to make up for what he can’t
do.” Tashi’s father was driven off to herd cattle. His mother had
to do housework for the dgongpon, from dawn to dark. Once, ac-
cused of “loafing”, she was tied up and not permitted to go home for
four days. Tashi, still unable to move, was left in the house with his
five-year-old youngest brother. ‘“The fire went out,” he said, ‘“‘and
I was in no shape to re-light it. And the child couldn’t do it, though
I told him how. He just sat there and cried ‘I'm hungry! I'm cold! I
wept too. Not for myself but for Mother. Was she still alive? Had
she been flogged? I hated myself, lying there, not able to help! What
would happen to them all?”

“Those were the worst days,” said Tashi. As things turned out,
it was the blackest of night before the dawn.

Soon, on the heel of the serfowners’ rebellion, the PLA arrived
in force — followed by the armed work-group for the democratic
reform. They rallied the people for what was called the “three
againsts” and ‘“‘the dual benefit movement”.

The “three againsts”, the first step of the democratic reform
throughout Tibet, were: (1) Against the serfowner revolt; (2) Against
personal servitude; and (3) Against corvée (unpaid feudal labour
service). The “dual benefit”, operating only in the pastoral areas,
meant benefit to both herdsmen and herdowners — provided the latter
had not rebelled, as the property of those who did was confiscated
and distributed to the herdsmen. In agricultural areas, the “two re-
ductions™ (of rent and interest) took the place of the “dual benefit”.

Fuller discussion of these policies, and of why they differed as
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between pastoral and farm areas, is found elsewhere in this book.

When rebel property was divided, Tashi’s family received nine
yaks, six sheep and eleven goats. He himself, being disabled, was
given a saddle horse.

The dzongpon, who had joined the rebellion, was held for in-
vestigation. But his family, when they saw their position tottering in
the tide of class struggle, suddenly began to pose as friends of the
poor. “After the PLA armed work-group arrived,” said Tashi, ‘“‘the
dzongporn’s son Gombo turned up with gifts of meat, butter and wine.
‘We’ve done you a wrong,” he said. ‘I want to apologize for my father.
He was drunk when he ordered you to be crippled, he didn’t mean it.
And we were drunk when we did it.” ”

“Why don’t you tell the truth?”” Tashi challenged Gombo.

Gombo, perhaps even more shocked by this tone from a “born in-
ferior” than he had been by the coming of the armed work-team, began
to improve his explanations.

“Why did you tie up my mother?”” Tashi cut him short. The
victims were becoming masters.

But the revolution, even in its hot flood, was much more generous
than the reaction had been.

“A mass struggle meeting was held against the dzongpon,” said
Tashi, “and despite his son’s efforts to sweeten me I spoke up. No
one had to ask me. How could I keep silent? Then Dotsamdui, the
man who had actually cut through my tendon, said the dzongpor had
forced him to do it — on pain of flogging. Gombo was a liar. But
Dotsamdui spoke the truth. He was a herdsman seized as a personal
retainer. When he wasn’t beating people for his master, his master
was beating him. We had all seen this. So when he said he’d never
do such harm again, I believed and forgave him.

“But the serfowning system, I'll never forgive. It wasn’t just that
dzongpon. Behind him stood the djisu, the estate-managing depart-
ment of the lamasery.2 It had the final say. It had been the ruin of
our family.

“Years before, we had some cattle, but when we fell into debt
to the djisu, they took them all. They bound me, the strongest son,
over to the Tibetan Army, first for corvée labour, then to be a soldier
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in Lhasa. The scars on my neck are from army whips. As a soldier,
I was still a slave, I toiled for the officers till I fell ill. Becoming use-
less to them, I was thrown out to die, and begged in Lhasa’s streets
for three months before I had the strength to return home. There
the dgongporn punished me again, for staying away, and made me
tend his cattle for nothing. He wasn’t just the county head. He was
also chief steward for the Drepung lamasery in our pastures. And
he was the Drepung-appointed chief of our tribe. Often I didn’t even
know in which of these three capacities he was making me work, or
punishing me.

“At that meeting, many people spoke up and accused the
dzongpon. Some he had ordered to be blinded, some to have their
hands or feet cut off, some to have their tendons severed.

“They wept and shouted, ‘You killed my father!” ‘You killed
my mother!’ “‘You killed my son!’ “You crippled me!’ Hearing all
this, I grew hot all over, choked with anger and could not see for tears.
But I was happy, too. For all that was finished. We ourselves were
ending it.”

“What happened to dzongpon Wanggyal?”’ I asked.

“He went to jail. He’s still there, being reformed through
labour.”

“And his son Gombo?”’

“He wasn’t shut up. He’s still in our pasture, tending cattle
under mutual-aid team surveillance. But he’s crooked. After the
meeting, when he knew I couldn’t be bribed or scared, he tried to
persuade some herdsmen to kill me. He was too cowardly to act for
himself. But he made a mistake. They refused, and reported him.”
Times had changed.

“Are you working as a tanner again?”’ I asked Tashi.

“How can I?” he said abruptly. “We trample the skins in the
tanning bath. How can I, with one leg?”

“What do you do, then?”

“Light jobs like braiding ropes. Also I'm on the security com-
mittee of our team.” Tashi now had a good deal to say, I realized, in

what happened to Gombo. And Gombo was lucky that Tashi was not
of his type.
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“Do you still believe in lamaism?” I asked Tashi.

“Not I,” he shot back. “I've seen men pray, then use knives
and guns to kill us. All my woe came from Drepung monastery and
its djisu. I've thought things through. I don’t believe any more,
though others may.”

I extended my hand to say good-bye. Tashi held it for a moment.
“All I've told you is the past,” he said. “Now I live as a man, cat
tsamba and butter. There isn’t a thing I have on that I would have
dreamt of wearing before. I get free treatment for my leg. In the old
society, it would have killed me long ago, if I hadn’t starved to death
first. All this I owe to Chairman Mao, the Party, the PLA, the
revolution.”

“How is your mother now?” I asked, about to go.

Suddenly Tashi broke into sobs.

“Has something happened to her?”” 1 said, alarmed.

“No!” Tashi got out through his tears. “No. She is well and
happy. I'm thinking of all she had to suffer.”

Solicitously the interpreter, a slim girl named Nyima Udhup, an
ex-serf who had studied in Beijing, helped Tashi out of his chair and
onto his crutch.

We walked together to the car waiting to take him back to the
Autonomous Region Hospital, for the new operation which he hoped
would remove the deep infection from his maimed leg.

* * *

In 1976, in the Damxung pastures, I inquired about Tashi. His
leg, they told me, was still infected and painful; treatment could only
check, not cure, the damage. Nonetheless he was working actively as
a cadre. And, though he had to be lifted into the saddle, he often
went out on horseback to help herd his commune’s yaks and sheep.

SONAM TSERING, HERDSMAN

Sonam Tsering was 55, standing a rangy six feet, relaxed in rest
and vigorous in motion. His strong frame seemed that of a man of
30. But he had no eyes.
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A herdsman he came like Tashi from Damxung, where his tribe
had belonged to another of the “big three’ lamaseries, Sera. He had
been a slave, not even a serf. But one could guess that this rock-like
man would not yield easily to oppression, and so it proved from his
story. Marked as insubordinate, he had been tormented again and
again on a favourite pretext in such cases: alleged theft.

In 1948, the tribal chief accused him of stealing a bag of clothes
and a female yak. He was given 600 strokes of the heavy cudgel, then
hung from a beam by the thumbs. All this was meant to finish him
off, as it would have a weaker man. Sonam Tsering survived, and
was sent to penal labour on an estate where he toiled for three years
in chains. Then the missing clothes were found among the effects of
a habitual thief, who was killed while stealing something else. Since
the whole tribe knew this, Sonam Tsering had to be unchained. He
did not know then that his refusal to confess, and his very release,
had made the oppressors the motre determined to break him.

On his return to Damxung, in 1951, the Sera steward and the
tribal chief flew at him. “All right, you didn’t steal the clothes, but
you must admit you took that yak, and pay for it.”

“I didn’t take it and I won’t pay,” Sonam Tsering said.

“You're an insolent slave,” they shouted.

Here, in Sonam Tsering’s words, is what followed.

“They piled on me and staked me out on the ground. They put
a bag of stones on my chest and pressed on it till my eyes bulged.
Tseba, one of their men, yanked them out with a twist, like pulling
radishes. 1 knew what was happening but didn’t faint. I was so
furious that I remember no pain, only a tearing sound in my eats.
When they left, I shouted for water. Blood gushed from my face. My
family took me home.”

He told of this calmly, circumstantially.

Within a month, his sockets healed, Sonam Tsering was up and
around. “My sons had to lead me by the hand,” he said. “I knew
how to tan skins, and did so when there was work. When there
wasn’t any, I begged.”

This was his life for eight years, till the rebellion and its suppres-
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sion. Afterwards he spoke at the accusation meeting which his
torturer Tseba was compelled to face.

“I charged him with his crimes. If I had gone just by personal
feelings, I would have beaten him to death and even that wouldn’t
have appeased me. But since he himself hadn’t rebelled, he was given
a chance to reform, that’s the Party’s policy. Now he works under
supervision.”

In the democratic reform, Sonam Tsering, then totally without
property, was allotted two horses and 18 yaks. By 1965, his family —
he, his wife, son and daughter-in-law — had built their herd further.
They had also reclaimed a bit of land, which they were farming.

“Only three of us are at home now,” Sonam Tsering said at the
end. “This spring, my son joined the PLA. That makes me happy.
He’ll defend our gains.”

TENZING WANGCHUK, TAILOR

Very different in appearance from these men of the pastures,
Tenzing Wangchuk was a townsman, a small and nervous tailor of 40,
who wept often as he recalled his sufferings. Judging by his story, if
the serfowners and their agents in the high grasslands were fiercely
brutal, the effete aristocrats in Lhasa outdid them in cold-blooded and
inventive cruelty.

Tenzing Wangchuk’s face was a mass of scar tissue from count-
less blows of a many-layered rawhide swatter known as “the leather
palm”, formerly used in Tibet as a tool of chastisement. He had lost
most of his hearing. The edges of his ears were jagged, as though
chewed.

“My father and my mother, a seamstress, worked for the
aristocrat Doring,” he said. “‘I was born his slave. From early boy-
hood I sewed in his house day and night. Once I scorched a brocade
gown I was given to iron. He beat me personally, a hundred blows on
each side of the face till it was a bloody pulp. When I didn’t come
back to work as soon as he expected, he had me tied to a pillar
without food for ‘shamming illness’. Another time, I ran out of thread
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and stopped sewing for a moment. ‘You're more trouble than you’re
worth,” he shouted, coming up just then. And he set one of his big
dogs on me. That’s how my ears got torn.

“Doring killed my mother. She was late to work once because
she had to look after my father, who had fallen ill while on corvée.
Doring pushed her to the floor and threw a heavy brazier at her head.
Blood flowed from her eyes and she didn’t move. Doring said,
“There’s an unclean corpse in the house.” They had her thrown, uncon-
scious, out of the second floor window into the street. There she died.

“Later Doring ordered my wife, Gyala, then six months pregnant,
to cook a dish he liked, and when she went for fuel, accused her of
leaving the house without asking. Stuffing a dirty cloth into her
mouth, he called his dog, which bit her belly.

“The dog was one of eight in Doring’s house, all fed on fine-
ground barley with butter and sugar. His riding horses were just as
pampered. We, who worked for him, had never tasted such food.
We lived in the dark basement. To feed our families, we scavenged
by the temple where bits of barley dough, offered to the goddess Drol-
ma, were thrown out after the ceremonies. The ravens would be wait-
ing to pounce on them. We had to fight them off.

“Once my wife was working in the yard with my small son cling-
ing to her skirts, When Doring came by, the hungry child was silly
enough to ask him for food. Doring sprinkled sugar on some dog
dung that was lying there and pushed my son’s face in it. “You want
sweets?’ he said. ‘Eat this!’

“Later, my son was sent to a lamasery as a novice monk. The high
lamas were no better than the aristocrat. If the boy cried, or annoyed
them in other ways, they would tie him into a leather bag which they
hung up, pummelled and whirled around.”

In the lamasery the boy once accepted some jigjie, medallion-like
ceremonial wafers of pressed barley flour specially blessed by the high
Lamas. How was he to know that for this favour, the recipient’s family
was supposed to provide a special soup for all the 500 monks in the
lamasery? To pay for the soup Tenzing Wangchuk had to pawn his
only intact woollen gown. When he finally got it back, it was hope-
lessly moth-eaten.
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When the serfowner rebellion was put down, Tenzing Wangchuk
was glad. He had already had some experience of the PLA and the
Han cadres. In the middle 1950’s, he and other tailors had been sent
to make hassocks, used in Tibet as seats, for a central government
reception house. To their joy and surprise, they received wages,
several silver yuan a day for each man. But the feudal officials who
had sent them took the money away. *“They cheated not only us but
the Han cadres, to whose insistence on paying us wages they had
agreed,” said Tenzing Wangchuk bitingly. ‘“What’s more, the
aristocrat-official in charge of Lhasa tailors put extra burdens on me.
‘If you can make hassocks for the Hans,’ he said, ‘you can make five
pairs for me.” He wasn’t going to pay me for work or materials. Just
the opposite, when I couldn’t do the work on time, I was fined 12
dotse (about 30 yuan).”

After the suppression of the rebellion came the democratic re-
form, when all things changed. Tenzing Wangchuk could not accuse
his master Doring at a ‘“‘speak bitterness’” meeting, because Doring
had fled to Gyangzé and died. The slave tailor and his family re-
ceived their share of Doring’s effects and were moved into rooms
in his former mansion.

In 1965, Tenzing Wangchuk and his wife were working in a
tailor’s co-operative. His daughter had a job in a state trading
organization. His son was long out of the lamasery. Said the father,
“The serfowner had made him eat dog’s dung. The revolution gave
him a college education in the Tibetan Institute at Xianyang.”

“The old system was supposed to be holy,” Tenzing Wangchuk
went on, “but under it, I never had a square meal, only endless pain.
I was taught that my hardships in this life had to be borne because
I had sinned in a past life. I myself believed that. Now I know it
was a lie. Serfowner-class rule was the root of our bitterness. Now
we, the working people, rule in Tibet.”

FIVE FROM XIGAZE

In Xigazé, old seat of the Panchen Lama, we met five other
mutilees of the old society.
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Do-Dawa, a slim, erect man of 47, had been a slave body-servant
to Tsewang Dotje, a si-bon or estate agent of the Khempo Council?
One day in 1955, when he was stacking straw in the courtyard, his
master’s 16-year-old son Namgyal was playing with a gun. Do-Dawa
said, “Be careful. It might go off.” Namgyal said, “I mean it to.
Stand still and be my target.”” He fired. The shot shattered Do-
Dawa’s left upper arm which was left hanging by a strip of skin.
Later the arm fell off. *T dried it in the sun, to remind me and my
children of our grievance,” said Do-Dawa. Then, reaching into the
folds of his gown he pulled the arm out, black and mummified and
laid it before us.

“No, I hadn’t angered the boy and it wasn’t a punishment,” Do-
Dawa said in answer to my question. ‘“They just thought they could
do anything they liked with a serf or slave.”

Tseden, a thoughtful-faced herdsman of 48 with a small
moustache and long hair, had been hamstrung for not paying tribute
in the time and form demanded. Originally, he had owned 20 yaks.
But natural calamities reduced his livestock. So for three successive
years he turned over no animals to the Khempo Council. In 1948, the
third year, an official came to collect — still basing the tribute on 20
yaks. Not wishing to further deplete his herd, Tseden found money
to buy wool to pay as a substitute, as was allowed by custom. But
the official, displeased, charged Tseden with stealing the wool and
ordered the tendon of his right leg to be cut.?

Tsewang, 49, was a farm worker with thickset body, seamed face,
patient eyes and slow, unhurried speech. A serf on the sikz (manor)
of Damchen Gyalpo, he was charged with stealing barley and enticed
to “confess’” by the promise of being let off lightly if he did. But the
next question was, “Where did you hide it?”” Not having taken any,
he could not say. For this “concealment”, he was sentenced to lose
his right foot. ‘“The whole village was summoned to see,” said
Tsewang. “An open air fire was lit to boil butter. When my foot was
off, the stump was plunged into it. Then my property was declared
forfeit to the lord and I was pronounced no longer a ¢ralpa (serf) but
a duichun (masterless man) and driven out from the estate.”” This
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was in 1953, two years after the peaceful liberation but six years before
the democratic reform.

Shirob, a tall, strong man of 34, and his ex-wife, Tsering Drolma,
a small wispy woman considerably older, told us a story that revealed
how the feudal lords, even after the arrival of the People’s Liberation
Army, tried to keep their hold on the working people by both terror
and lies. Serfs of a lamasery near Xigazé, the couple had lost 40 sheep
in a drought and, fearing a fine and flogging, fled to another district.
Later, they heard that the Liberation Army had abolished feudal
service.> So in 1955, they came confidently back home. Immediately a
Khempo Council official called together the whole village. In their
presence Tseren Drolma’s right hand was cut off and Shirob's eyes
were gouged out. ‘“Now, damn you, you can go look for the Com-
munists,” the official mocked.

Then the couple was driven off and, unable to stay together, they
separated. Shirob kept himself alive as a wandering butcher, a des-
pised trade. Tsering Drolma, with their daughter, went off to beg.

In 1965 both these victims of the old society lived as pensioners of
the new. Though no longer husband and wife, they were clearly still
good friends, as we could see by their warm, considerateness to each
other. Their daughter had joined the ranks of the revolution in 1956.
She studied at the Tibetan Institute in Xianyang and in 1965 was a
cadre.

All these people we talked to ourselves. They ate only a few of
many. The inauguration of the Museum of the Tibetan Revolution,
which now stands in front of the Potala in Lhasa and was opened
at the time of the founding of the Tibet Autonomous Region in
September 1965, was attended by over 5o such crippled “accusers” who
told their stories to thousands of delegates and visitors. They, too,
were only a tiny fraction of the whole.

THE EVIDENCE OF THE DEAD

How many people the former system in Tibet killed, maimed and
drove to early death, no statistician can count. Itis a fact, however,
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that the population there dropped by about three-fifths in a century
and a half. In the reign of China’s Emperor Qianlong (1736-95), it
was officially estimated, in repeated and apparently quite thorough
surveys for tax and administrative purposes, at around two million.
In 1949, it was about 870,000.6 That direct murder, as well as priva-
tion and disease, played no small part in this decline can be gathered
indirectly from the fact that, of the hundreds of ex-serfs and slaves
we spoke to about various matters, a majority told of parents (es-
pecially fathers) done to death by brutal punishments while in the
prime of life. Hence the epithet ‘“‘man-eating system’” is not
exaggerated.

In the Museum of the Tibetan Revolution the dead, too, speak.

We saw there piles of bones of serfs, slaves and poor monks,
found on the grounds of the feudal estates and the lamaseries, with
clear marks of death by violence — fractured limbs and shattered
skulls.

We viewed, in a single showcase, ten trumpets used in lama
rituals and each made, in accordance with set requirements, from the
thigh-bone of a 16-year-old virgin.

We saw a case of 15 mounted, mummified human hands for ritual
use as well as cups made of skulls, drums of two skulls fixed together
and rosaries each of whose 108 beads came from a separate skull.

For specified rites, other parts of human bodies were utilized,
and officially requisitioned. One document with the seal of the
Dalai Lama otdered the delivery — “for the strengthening of the holy
rule” — of human heads, blood, meat, fat, entrails and right hands,
as well as of children’s skins, widows’ menstrual blood, and stones
that had been used to crack human heads. In one set of ceremonial
objects, we saw, wrapped in special paper and preserved for use in
worship, the severed penises of young men.

Ecclesiastical enactments prescribed death for “witches” or
“devils”.  We saw the charred, shrivelled corpse of a woman who,
because she had borne triplets, was declared a witch and burned alive.
It had been propped up in a sitting position, dressed in silk robes
and a crown, and installed among the images in a lama temple.

As for the old Tibetan lay laws, applied in fact till 1959, they
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not only allowed, but prescribed the class barbarities of serfdom.

If superiors killed inferiors, it was held a trifle. For the killing
of people of the “lowest class” (beggars, butchers, blacksmiths), the
sardonically prescribed compensation was “a piece of straw rope’.

But if an inferior even dared to oppose a superior by word or
deed, or a commoner dared rebel, then “his eyes shall be gouged
out, his hamstrings cut, his tongue cut out or his head chopped off, or
he shall be thrown down from a hill or into the water or killed on the
spot’’.

Aristocrats and clergy were exempt from ordinary courts and
from the most cruel and humiliating forms of punishment. Commoners
could in practice be punished, including by death, by almost any
aristocratic or clerical institution, high or low, as well as arbitrarily
by their own lords or stewards.

This situation was much like that in Western Europe in the era
of Charlemagne, of which an authority has written: “One of the most
striking features of the first feudal age . . . was the multitude of
petty chiefs thus provided with powers of life and death ... all the
great ecclesiastical authorities exercised judgment of blood, either on
theit own account or through their representatives.” Officially, he
went on, “high justice” was the concern of the central government or
great lords and “low justice” of the locals, but in practice this dis-
tinction tended to disappear. Church bodies possessed immunity
from the civil courts, but “themselves had power of life and death
over their slaves”. This power was gradually extended to serfs and
all other commoners on their estates, so it could be asked, “Where,
henceforth, among dependents, was the dividing line between freedom
and slavery?”"?

All these features of Europe in the 8th and 9th centuries were
present in pre-1959 Tibet.

This is confirmed in the writings of a separatist Tibetan who
recently recalled: “Hot trial (flogging during the bearing of a case)
was resorted to when there was no other way of getting at the truth.
(sic) As a lad used to watch unfeelingly some criminal being whipped
while the two law officials would interrogate him during the inter-
vals of the lashing session.” He also describes such things as “taking



140 TIBET TRANSFORMED

out eyeballs, amputation of tongue or hand, throwing the criminal
alive into water or from a precipice”.

And bis comment? “The Decrees (traditional Tibetan law code)
were formulated ... at a certain period of bistory; nevertheless, the
system sufficed even in the 1950’s. Tibet’s self-sufficiency as a na-
tion never ceases to be a source of pride to me.”’®

Since the writer, in many passages, strove to stress his modern
outlook, one can see the limits of “‘modernity” in that camp.

LIVING BURIALS

Lamaist superstition also made it allowable, sometimes manda-
tory, to bury living boys beneath important buildings or images, so
that they would ‘“stand forever”. At Khaesum manor (see p. 43)
we found an example from three centuries ago. An undated but more
recent instance was desctibed by Bell. He wrote of a tower in the
Chumbi valley: “Inside it is a chorton or stupa, and inside this is
a copper urn. When the building was under construction, many years
ago, blood was poured into this urn, and in it were placed the corpses
of a boy and girl, each eight years old, who had been slain for the
purpose. The bodies were placed head downwards, the feet pointing
toward the roof.””?

At the Museum of the Tibetan Revolution in 1965, we saw another
example from within living memory, the huddled skeleton of one of
four boys entombed beneath the manor house of the noble Thapa
Anyang Chumpei in Loka.

And at that Exhibition’s opening in 1965 another boy told of
how he himself barely escaped such entombment, in 1959, that is, eight
years after the entry of the PLA and the promise of the serfowners to
turn their faces toward reform and in the very year they launched
their revolt to perpetuate the society they dominated.

Tashi Dawa, 19, former setf, now a teacher, stated verbally and
in writing that while he was a novice in Chos-khor lamasery, Gyaca
County, Tibet:

. . an elderly poor lama secretly told me that the shrine of the
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goddess Pablden in Chos-kbhor lamasery bad once collapsed. In the
fear that some catastrophe would descend divination was conducted
by the drawing of lots. In consequence, five 13-year-old boys were
put in wooden boxes and buried alive under the four corners and in
the middle of the shrine. The boys cried for belp as they were being
entombed.

In 1957 the shrine collapsed again and orders were given for five
more boys to be sacrificed when it was rebuilt. In 1959, the Dalai
Lama was due to come to our lamasery and the proctor decided to
have the shrine repaired. The cornerstones were taken up and the
wooden boxes unearthed. From the skeletons, it could be seen that
the boys bhad died in a squatting position, their chins resting on their
bands.

While the work was going on, a man came to find out who
among the so novices were 13 years old. He learned that 1 was, and
be measured my beight and that of other boys of the same age.

Five days later a poor monk called me into bis room and whis-
pered that I had been chosen to be buried alive and that they bad
taken my measurements for a box. Tenging Wangbu, another 13-year-
old boy, was also to be buried.

We both managed to escape during a snowstorm to the banks
of the Yarlung Zangbo. QOur bare feet were bleeding. A friendly
boatman ferried us across and gave us food and tea.

We got back to our home village just in time to see the rebellion
crushed by the PLA. During the democratic reform, my family was
given land, a draught animal and farm implements. ... 1 went to
primary school. Today 1 am an evening school teacher and a mem-
ber of the security committee of Koshi township in our county. Tenzing
Wangbu is also an evening school teacher. At a recent conference be
and | were elected models in our profession.

POSTSCRIPT

Is There a Case for the Defence? Despite all this, defenders of
the cannibal system of old Tibet have continued to apologize for it.
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Let us give them a hearing.

First, there are Tibet’s rebel serfowners, some of whom deny
that serfdom existed at all. Tsipon Shakabpa, one of their leading
representatives in Kalimpong, India, submitted a memorandum to
the “International Commission of Jurists” set up in those years as an
instrument of the ‘“‘cold war”. Shakabpa argued:

... Serfdom does not exist in Tibet in any form whatsoever.
As in other Asian countries, the land ultimately belongs to the
State and has for long been granted, partly in large estates, to
persons who rendered distinguished services to the State and to
monasteries; and these in return pay revenue, mostly in kind,
and also render services. The monasteries serve the State by
prayers and religious ceremonies; the other landlords by acting
as officials and conducting the administration. The largest por-
tion of the land is, however, held by peasant proprietors who
pay revenue direct to the government and have no other obliga-
tion of any kind. On the large estates of monasteries and land-
lords the tenants themselves hold separate lands for the support
of their families. They either pay rent in kind to the landlord
or place at his disposal the services of one member of the family
either as a domestic servant ot as an agricultural labourer. The
other members of the family have complete freedom.1

This argument, as anyone can see, trips on its own self-contradic-
tions. If the land belonged to the state, how were the peasants on this
land “proprietors”? In fact, the local government was itself the setf-
ownet, one of Tibet’s ‘“big three” (local government, landlord
aristocrats, lamaseries).

If serfdom did not exist, what was the ‘“one member of the
family” whose services were “at the disposal” of the landlord? And
did the others really have “complete freedom”? At the turn of the
century the Japanese monk Ekai Kawaguchi wrote in his ‘““Three
Years in Tibet” that “the lotd of the manor . . . is an absolute master

of his people both in regard to their rights and even their lives.”
What was this if not serfdom?
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Finally, let us quote from an American academic who got his
information about Tibet’s old society from the 1959 rebels themselves.!!
His conclusion:

Tibet was characterized by a form of institutionalized in-
equality that can be called pervasive serfdom. . . . Demograph-
ically, with the exception of approximately 250-300 aristocratic
families, the remainder of the key population were serfs.
. . . There were no “free” peasants.

“Serfdom does not exist in any form”? Or “pervasive serfdom’’?
Anyone who looks at the facts can see which is accurate.

Of brutal penalties, Shakabpa said:

... It is also necessary to point out that the existing laws
of Tibet do not recognize any cruel or inhuman punishment of
criminals. In 1898 a law was enacted with the sanction of the
1;3th Dalai Lama which abolished capital punishment for criminals
except in cases of treason.... There may have been cases of
infringement of this law in the past, but these were very excep-
tional and all such infringements were severely dealt with by the
central authorities of Lhasa.1?

On this point, shall we believe Shakabpa or the serfs I met, who
were not at all concerned to “prove’ that their parents and relatives
had been killed or maimed but told of these things matter-of-factly,
in the course of other events of their past? Self-exiled aristocrats
other than Shakabpa are just as matter of fact. Mrs. Rinchen Dolma
Taring, a woman nostalgic for the old society and member of two
of its ruling families (by birth and by marriage) writes of the Ragyapa
caste that its functions included “putting out the eyes or chopping off
the limbs of the few criminals who were punished in this manner”
as well as “providing the monks with human skulls and thigh-bones
for special rites”.13

To go back to Shakabpa, were the mutilees I and many other
visitors have seen and talked to punished for “treason”? Hardly.
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Or fakes? Then where are their eyes, arms and legs?* Did anyone
“deal severely” with their tormentors? The people did, after the serf-
owner rebellion, though not nearly as severely as they might have.
As for the old Lhasa authorities whom Shakabpa praises, were not
they themselves, and their appointees (dzongpons, etc.) the main killers
and tormentors?

From the account by Shakabpa, who obviously thought serfdom
so good a thing that he sounded offended at having to apologize for
it at all, we pass to an imperialist account, also cited by the commis-
sion. It was by Hugh Richardson, formerly head of the British and,
after 1947, Indian mission to Lhasa. His wording, in some places,
parallels Shakabpa’s so closely that it seems to be from the same
pen (from the typical civil-service language and style probably not
Shakabpa’s). Richardson’s signed statement, however, is the more
circumspect of the two, like that of a lawyer who knows how bad
his case is. Below, I italicize some of the twists:

In theory all land in Tibet belonged to the State from
which the noble landlords and great monasteries held large
estates. ...

On those great estates the peasants who held a stretch of
land free of rent had to cultivate the rest of the landlord’s farm-
land and also to provide various services — free transport, work
on roads, a member of the family to serve in the army and so on.

This version, unlike Shakabpa’s does not flatly deny serfdom
in Tibet. It merely avoids the term, and strains to make the cir-
cumstances seem normal, even pleasant:

The land-owner was a kind of patriarchal head of a house-
hold, and, in spite of the customary deference paid him by his
subordinates, thete was no gulf fixed between them.!4

* These, naturally, were cases of the 1970’s and the last decade of internal
serfowner control — the 1950’s, not pre-1898 ones. As for the situation immedi-
ately following the alleged prohibition of 1898, Kawaguchi wrote (on page 384) of
blinding and “amputation of the hands...chopped off at the wrists in public”
as common punishments at the time of his visit. “Lhasa abounds in handless beg-
gars minus their eyeballs.”
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In such a society, the idea of payment by service was nor-
mal; ... governed by custom. The guardian of custom was the
Dalai Lama to whom every Tibetan had the right to appeal.
But it can be understood that the difficulty and expense of
exercising that right, especially by someone who might live
several weeks’ journey from the capital, allowed the landlord
considerable latitude.

The real nature of this “right”” and what happened to those who tried
to exercise it can be seen from the story of Nampa Hansa of Palha
manor (on page 67 of this book) as well as from Bell’s comment,
quoted in connection with it.

To continue:

. . there was another factor which prevented the landlord
from exceeding the dictates of custom. A constant shortage of
labour gave the peasant the ultimate sanction of running away.

Happy, patriarchal society! But why should an ordinary peasant, not
a land-tied serf, need to “run away’’?
Now hear Richardson on punishments:

Formerly lawful punishments included mutilations such as
the cutting off of a hand or foot and putting out the eyes. In
1898 all such penalties were forbidden by a decree of the XIIIth
Dalai Lama except for the crime of treason. It is possible that
in the more remote districts mutilation and torture were occa-
sionally and illegally inflicted by district officials or by landlords,
who enjoyed magisterial powers over the peasant; but the climate
of Tibetan opinion, which advances, even though the progress may
appear slow, has become increasingly averse from punishments of
that sort.

Here Richardson, in his own name, does only a gray-wash where
Shakabpa uses plain whitewash.

Yet despite facts to which it had access, and which it coyly called
“allegations” (e.g. published photographs from Tibet showing limbless
serfs, with the victims’ statements of how they had lost them) and
despite Shakabpa and Richardson’s obvious evasions and mutual and
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self contradictions, this “International Commission of Jurists” declared
in its wisdom that it would * accept the statements by Mr.
Shakabpa and the description by Mr. Richardson.” Before it did
so, one of its own members, Sir Hartley Shawcross of Britain, resigned,
and an Indian member expressed strong dissatisfaction with the way
the “evidence” was collected.

Prior to leaving the subject we will give space to two more “argu-
ments for the defence” by Mr. Richardson:

The picture of Tibetan life that emerges may seem archaic

to Western eyes but it deserves to be judged in its proper per-
spective. ...

and

It must be concluded that the Tibetans accepted their long-
established way of life and their social inequalities not merely
with passivity but with active contentment.!6

This argument, reduced to its essentials, is that we must judge a
medieval-type serf society by medieval serfowner standards and self-
portraits. Today, in the 20th century!

In fact, these apologists (whose views so long flooded the West-
ern press) are far behind even the 13th century Pope Innocent III who,

though he did nothing practical for the serfs of his day, at least did
not hide their plight.

The serf serves; he is terrified with threats, wearied by
forced services, afflicted with blows, despoiled of his posses-
sions; for if he possesses nought he is compelled to earn; and if
he possesses anything he is compelled to have it not; the lord’s
fault is the serf’s punishment; the serf’s fault is the lord’s excuse
for preying on him. . . . O extreme condition of bondage! Na-
ture brought freemen to birth but fortune hath made bondmen.
The serf must needs suffer, and no man is suffered to feel for
him, he is compelled to mourn, and no man is permitted to mourn
with him. He is not his own man, but no man is his.?

* * %
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By the late 1960’s, be it said, history had pushed Mr. Richardson
toward some realities. A book he co-authored said of Tibetan
feudalism:

Tibet of the Middle Ages (approximately 1oth to 15th
century) bears many resemblances to the European Middle
Ages. . . . The European Middle Ages ended in the Renais-
sance. . . . The Tibetans, on the other hand, experienced no such
renaissance. . . .18

However, he still maintained that today’s Tibetans are “so im-
bued and conditioned by their own special forms of culture that for
them change is impossible’” and hence would resist it.

Very comforting for advocates of medievalism. But wait! The
same book describes the liberation (which it calls “Chinese occupa-
tion”’) as beneficial to “‘the have-nots and underlings who may not
have had too happy a time under the ancien regime”. And it informs
us that since the 1959 rebellion only ““a small minority of Tibetans,
perhaps some five per cent, have sought refuge in India”. Here,
we have, however reluctantly, a clear admission that the 95 per cent
(“the have-nots and underlings’) suffered under the old order and
welcome the new.

What of the unchangeability of Tibet's medieval serfdom? That
question was settled long ago. The Tibetan people whom this genocidal
system was destroying, sentenced it to death, executed the sentence
and took a giant stride toward the future.

Facts, after all, are stubborn things. Even long-term defenders
of the indefensible, in many cases, are bound to find that for them
too change is not “impossible”, and to ‘‘resist the new’ is fruitless.

One cannot say, unfortunately, that the Encyclopedia Britannica
has made much progress in this regard since the days when it glorified
Palha manor.

Decades later, the article “Tibet” in its 15th edition (1980) con-
tinues to apologize for Tibetan serfdom and preach Tibetan separat-
ism. It is signed, in its several parts, by TSWD, on administration and
social conditions; HER, on history; and TVW, on some other aspects.
The index identifies as the bearers of these initials our old acquain-
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tances Tsipon W.D. Shakabpa, Mr. Hugh E. Richardson and Prof.
Turrell V. Wylie (one of whose peculiar viewpoints was examined on
pp. 15-16 and 20 of this book).

The bibliography recommended by these authors is heavily
weighted toward their common tendency, a very long-standing
monopoly on information about Tibet by the forces and defenders of
the past.

Readers who relied on this standard work of reference for objec-
tive and up-to-date material deserve something better than this back-
ward-looking goulash.

* * *

Also there are new defenders of the indefensible. Soviet writers
of the Brezhnev era have become echoers of Shakabpa and Richardson.

Both men are flatteringly quoted in People and Gods of the
Land of Snows, a volume on Tibet intended for popular audiences and
published in Russian in 1975 under the auspices of the Academy of
Sciences in Moscow. It recommends ‘“books written by Tibetan
emigrants in some cases in collaboration with British and American
scholars” to the Soviet reader as ‘““deserving of the closest attention”
and containing “a wealth of material”.

Moscow periodicals have gone further. In New Times on February
27, 1977, writer Eremei Parnov described his visit to a camp of rebels
in India, and sentimentalized about “the sacred stones of Tibet, frag-
ments of a lost homeland’ brought by them from “the land where the
beasts and birds had fed on the bodies of their ancestors”. Then he
proceeded to assail “‘the Maoists who are to blame for the sufferings
of the Tibetan people”. The old feudal system, which really “fed on
the bodies” of the living and the dead in Tibet, was given no blame.

Parnov repeated virtually every tale spread by Tibetan separa-
tists and their foreign echoers, including that of ‘20,000 children
forcibly taken into China proper”. He added others, some so outland-
ish that even the emigré Tibetan rebel publications, which reprinted
most of his piece, cut them out as too embarrassing to reproduce.

Breathing hatred for socialist China, Parnov’s piece dwelt fondly
on a rebel fingering a religious charm while boasting of having killed
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men of the People’s Liberation Army. Its idealization of the rebels
and their camps was complete; even their own publications have
found dark spots there, but not Parnov. This “Soviet” writer was
equally moved by interviews with high lamas, a temple built “just
like in Tibet”, and a mentally deficient deaf-mute monk whom he
found serving as watchman in it. Whatever was obscurantist and
medieval was good.

Revealing, too, was the New Times author’s device of making
his ‘“‘sacred stones” communicate in Russian!

“In each stone,” he intoned, “I read the unwritten word — the
word Nikolai Roerich chose as the title of one of his Himalayan can-

vases — ‘Remember’,

Nikolai Roerich, as some will indeed remember, was a mystically
inclined aristocratic painter from old St. Petersburg who, after fleeing
from the October Revolution, reconnoitred and made a fetish of the
vast geographical expanse he christened ‘Altai-Himalaya”. And
today’s Kremlin strategists, like the Czars before them, see the region
between these two mountain ranges, which includes all Tibet, as
destined to fall under Russia’s aegis. So it is not for his bright
blue eyes alone that they have rehabilitated Roerich as a patriot, pro-
moted him to prophet, and make stones speak portents with his tongue.

Preludes to Afghanistan! — though there their banner is “anti-
feudal” and ‘“‘anti-obscurantist’, once principles are thrown into the
discard, and frontier-jumping becomes the aim, flags too become a
matter of convenience.






LEADERS OF THEIR PEOPLE



CHAPTER 10

TIBETAN CADRES: FROM THE
LONG MARCH TO TODAY

FIRST GENERATION: THE LONG MARCHERS

Anyone who has swallowed the fallacy that “China invaded
Tibet” after the founding of the People’s Republic should ponder
on two facts of history. One is the 1,300 and more years of associa-
tion of the Hans, Tibetans and China’s other nationalities and their
many centuries of common statehood. The other is the long partici-
pation of Tibetans in China’s multinational revolution led by her
Chinese Communist Party.

This participation dates back to the world-famous Long March
of the Chinese Red Army. One of the very first applications of the
Party’s policy of autonomy for nationalities was the establishment
during the Long March, in 1935, of the Bodh-pa (Tibetan) Soviet gov-
ernment at Garzé in the then province of Sikang (Western Kham).
Today the Garzé area is one of the two Tibetan autonomous pre-
fectures in Sichuan Province.

The earliest generation of Tibetan Communist cadres, who are
still active, came from among the young people who joined the Long
March. Initially, they were attracted by the Red Army’s example
of unity and equality among the nationalities, and its opposition toO
oppression, national or social. Then they became fired with the
idea of common struggle by China’s exploited and oppressed, of

152
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whatever origin, to build a new, better society. From the 1930’s on,
some underwent intensive revolutionary training, and fought on far-
flung fronts, for the liberation of the entire country. In the process
they matured in political awareness and competence.

The geographical shifts of the struggle long separated these
Tibetans from contact with their own people and areas. But always,
they looked forward to returning. As preparation, by deliberate
Party assignment, some worked among other minority nationalities,
particularly in Inner Mongolia with its similar problems of inter-
weaving of aristocratic feudal and lamasery rule. In 1949-51 they
finally came back, first to their native Tibetan areas and then to
Tibet itself. There they play an important role.

Sanggye Yeshi, better known as Tian Bao, the name he adopted
during the Long March, was in 1976 a secretary of the Party com-
mittee of the Tibet Autonomous Region. So was another Tibetan
Long Marcher, Yang Dongsheng (Shinrob Dondrup). In 1979, Tian
Bao was appointed Chairman of the Tibet Autonomous Region Gov-
ernment.!

In Lhasa, this veteran Tibetan Communist told us of how he
had joined the Red Army as a young poor lama of 18, and some of
his later experience. Here is what he said.

* * *

Our Party has always stood for equality among all China’s na-
tionalities and practised it. Guangxi was the first province where
members of a minority nationality, the Zhuangs, joined the revolu-
tion under its leadership. One of them was Wei Guoging. Today
he is a member of the Party’s Political Bureau.

On the Long March, other nationalities came into contact with
the Red Army. In Hunan and Guizhou provinces there were the
Miaos. In Sichuan and Yunnan there were the Yis. Commander Liu
Bocheng drank blood and wine with their chiefs in pledge of broth-
erhood, and many Yi working people entered its ranks. In Garzé
and Ngawa (Aba) in Sichuan, there were Tibetans, like myself.

Why did we join the Red Army? Let me speak of my own
Ngawa area. There, Tibetans and Hans had a tradition of joint anti-
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feudal struggle, going back at least to the 18th century. More im-
portant, this new army treated us as brothers. It forbade the use
of the old Han chauvinist term “manzi” (barbarians) in speaking of
us. And the slogans it voiced were what we ourselves needed and
wanted. “Down with the Han officials and Tibetan tu-si!”’? “Divide
the land and the cattle!” ‘“Autonomy for the nationalities!”

Naturally we came to support the Chinese Su-wei-ai (Soviet)
government. But at the start we didn’t even know what Su-wei-ai was,
whether it was a man or a group.

The Kuomintang had spread horror-stories about the Red Army,
even that it ate children. So at first we fled, leaving only the old
men and the grandmothers in our villages. I myself ran off, and so
did some of my young friends. But soon we crept back to learn what
was going on. What did we find? The Red Army was dividing
the stored butter and fine clothes of the tu-si among the poor! Of
course, we rushed home. And when the local Red Guard militia
was organized, we joined at the first call.

This militia was highly “irregular”. No uniforms of any kind,
just waistbands of red cloth. We went about doing propaganda.
“Red Army soldiers don’t beat and curse like other troops! Support
the Red Army! Down with the Han officials and Tibetan tx-si!”
The working people nearby responded as readily as we had.

When the Red Army left Ngawa, many of us young people went
along. Secretary Yang Dongsheng® was one. Hu Zonglin and Tashi
Wangchuk? were others.

The army soon began to move erratically, back and forth, first
one way, then another. What was it all about? Oauly later did we
understand that it was because Zhang Guotao who headed the Fourth
Red Army, had betrayed. He didn’t want to march north to fight
Japan. He ordered his troops to go west through Gansu and Xin-
jlang to, as he said, “open the international road’’ toward the Soviet
Union. Actually it was a panic flight on his part. It caused us huge
losses. Two thousand of us Tibetans were in the Fourth Red Army,
and the majority were lost. If not for Zhang Guotao’s opportunism,
how many more old Tibetan cadres, veterans of the Long March,
would be working today! Now only a few are left.
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In Yan’'an, after the March ended, the Party wanted us to study
so that we could serve our own people later. The Red Army was
poor, but it shared with us whatever it had. Though not yet Party
members, we were sent to the Central Party School. The seventh
class consisted of Tibetan, Yi and Miao Long Marchers. After 1937,
during the anti-Japanese war, the new revolutionary bases spread to
some Hui and Mongolian areas. More students came from there.
A special Institute for Nationalities, the first in China, was set up in
Yan’an, with the old Mongolian revolutionary Ulanhu (Ulanfu)*
as its head. Some who enrolled then are leaders in the Inner
Mongolian Autonomous Region today.

After 1945, when Japan surrendered, we Tibetans were deployed
to Inner Mongolia. In the War of Liberation we fought on all fronts
in China, north and south. In 1949, after Beijing was liberated, the
Organization Department of the Party’s Central Committee looked
for us everywhere. Yang Dongsheng was located on the lower Chang-
jiang (Yangtze), with the New Fourth Army in whose ranks some
Tibetans had fought and given their lives. I myself was “‘discover-
ed” in Beijing itself, among the delegates to the First People’s Political
Consultative Conference which set up the People’s Republic of China.

Soon we Tibetan Long Marchers went with the PLA to Sichuan.
Later some came to Tibet.

* * *

Another Long Marcher was Sonam (also known as Sha Nai).
I met him long ago, in 1955. He was then vice-chairman of the
Garzé Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture in western Sichuan Province
(formerly known as Sikang, or Xikang in the Chinese phonetic
alphabet). Short, round-faced, cheerful, and then only 37, he was a
general in the PLA, second in command of the prefectural garrison
force, and head of the PLA’s first all-Tibetan regiment. His story,
from the notes of our talk, follows.

* * *
In 1935, I was 17 years old and herded sheep. My family were

serfs. We paid tribute in grain and timber to a noble. The Red
Army stayed in our village for 13 months. I'd never seen such good
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people, such warm companions. In 1936, when they left, I went with
them. I still didn’t know much about politics.

Twenty or so other Tibetan youngsters from our village joined.
We all came from rough country and had led hard lives. But con-
ditions on that March were so gruelling that some collapsed and died,
particularly in the uninhabited, swampy grasslands. We had no
food there except wild roots. We even had to eat some army hotses,
badly needed to carry supplies, to have strength to go on.

At Mao’ergai, local Tibetans believed the Kuomintang lies and
attacked our columns. Starved as we were, we had to fight our
way through. Others lay in wait to intercept us near the strategic
Lazikou Pass. We knew they were deceived, and put on our na-
tional dress to make them pause before firing on other Tibetans.
They yelled at us from their ambush on the thickly forested slopes,
“Keep away from those Hans! We’te going to shoot.” We had
time to shout back, “Don’t fire! This army doesn’t want anything of
yours. We’re just passing on our way to resist Japan. Let us
through!” So we helped both our army and our Tibetan brothers
to avoid losses. Reaching Gansu and Shaanxi provinces, we found
food and shelter. At Dingbian we caught up with Chairman Mao
Zedong. It was like coming home. No more being led by the nose
by Zhang Guotao.

Chairman Mao gave special carte to us Tibetan Red Army
men. I was sent to the Central Party School from 1936 to 1940. At the
start it was hard for me, and even harder for my teachers. I couldn’t
speak Han, only Tibetan, and not standard Tibetan, just our local
dialect. I couldn’t read or write. Han characters were hard for
me so I was taught in Latin letters. It helped me a lot. I've favout-
ed Latinization ever since.

Then came five years of study in the Yan’an Institute for Na-
tionalities (Economics Department). I was in charge of the mess-
hall and purchasing — that was practical economics. Finally I went
back to the Party School for a more advanced course.

In 1945, after Japan’s surrender, I was assigned to economic
jobs in Inner Mongolia, under Ulanhu, for two years. Then I did
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mass work in the land reform there. That suited me better. My
education was still spotty and I found economic work hard.

In 1947 came our general offensive against the Kuomintang in
the War of Liberation. I went back to the army and in 1949 fought
to liberate Tianjin. After another spell at the Party School I joined
the final drive to south China. That was my training, from practice
to schooling, then from school to practice, again and again.

In 1950, the liberation of Tibetan areas in Sichuan was about to
begin. The Central Committee ordered my unit to transfer me
post-haste to Beijing to prepare for work among my own nationality.
By 1951 I was here in Garzé forming the Tibetan Regiment. It’s the
first Tibetan armed force in history under the command of the Com-
munist Party.

You can call me an example of the long-range education the
Party gives us minority cadres. I began as a serf-shepherd. Now
I carry considerable responsibility. I always think: Though my
abilities are poor, I must justify the Party’s hopes. It hurts me that
I've done too little to live up to them. Well, I'm only 37. I can
go on learning and work for the people. For a long time.

Unfortunately he was not able to. In 1976 when I asked Tian
Bao about Sonam, I learned that he had died, some years ago, of
illness.

* * *

A memorable photo, sutviving from the mid-1930’s soon after
the arrival of the Chinese Red Army following the Long March, shows
Tian Bao, Yang Dongsheng and Tashi Wangchuk in their youth in
Yan’an. Taken there by Edgar Snow, it is printed on page 11 (photos).

% * *

How can anyone say, in the light of such history, that the Com-
munist Party is “alien” to the Tibetans, particularly the slaves and
serfs. Long ago, during the Long March, their hearts turned toward
it. Many lie in Red Army graves. Others died in the anti-Japanese
and people’s liberation wars. The Party educated them, and sent
those who lived back to help liberate their own people from millennial
oppression.
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Alien to the Tibetans?

Equally wrong are those who have made the word ‘“Khamba”,
the designation of the people of eastern Tibet and its fringes, a
synonym for the reactionary rebellion of the late 1950’s.

It was the diehards of the feudal ruling class, with their im-
mediate hangers-on and such retainers as they could still deceive,
who rebelled in a last effort to restore the evil and outlived past.

Most Tibetans who joined the Long March were Khambas. So
was Sonam. And so are many who in later times followed in their
footsteps — serving the revolution that has brought new life to the
Tibetan people.

SECOND GENERATION: WHO JOINED IN 1950-1951

The second generation of Tibetan cadres, not a few of whom
hold upper and middle echelon posts in Tibet today, were still mainly
from the Tibetan areas of the surrounding provinces. They came
into contact with the People’s Liberation Army and the Party in
1950-51 on the eve of the entry into Tibet itself. Their own previous
plight and new experiences, as well as memories of the old Red Army,
caused them to turn toward the revolution as their class and national
hope.

Losang Tsechen, now a vice-chairman of the Tibet Autonomous
Region, is one of them. We spoke to him in Lhasa in 1976. Wiry
in build, mobile in face and gesture, with flashing black eyes that
changed at an instant from earnest to humorous, he radiated energy,
physical and mental. His conversation, informal but precise, showed
a grasp of the work of the region both in broad scope and in detail.
He could tick off, area by area, without reference to a note, the overall
figures of grain output and its potential, then give a close-up descrip-
tion of some one desolate pasture, tract, long considered uncultivable,
where faint signs indicated that crops had been grown centuries be-
fore. He could talk of the region-wide progress of stock-breeding,
then digress into just why the peasants preferred mules to horses, how
cows reacted to high altitudes, and why a heavy-fleeced sheep from
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outside the region, though seeming to adapt well to Tibet's climate
and grass, still needed to be crossed with the local long-legged breed —
because behind the shepherds’ opinion that it was too “lazy” to seek
forage on steep slopes was its insufficiency of leg. In passing he
would mention how sheep from Tibet, Xinjiang and other parts of
China compared in wool and meat yields with those of New Zealand.
An engaging and impressive man.

His parents, Losang Tsechen told us, were serfs from Qamdo
who had run from oppression to Tibetan-inhabited Batang in Sichuan.
There he had been apprenticed at 15 as a carpenter, and spent six
years making doors, windows and benches. The People’s Liberation
Army, coming to Batang in 1950, became a pole of attraction for work-
ing lads like himself. He was among those whom it offered a chance
to study. But his parents did not agree, as he was a family bread-
winner. Still superstitious, he consulted a fortune-teller who advised
him to go — and this clinched the matter for his parents as well. The
school he was sent to was in Kangding, where the 18th Army Corps
of the PLA was preparing to enter Tibet.

In Kangding he was soon offered a chance — to go to the inland
provinces for more study or join the march into Tibet. He chose the
latter. “I’d still be among Tibetans, it would be more familiar, not
so different, not so far away,” he recalled. Only in 1963 did he study
in Beijing for one and a half years at the Central Party School. By
that time he was a Party member, steeled in many struggles.

All this he told with feeling, amusement and warmth. What
this illiterate serf carpenter apprentice did afterwards, what kind of
person the Party made of him, we have already described.

Zhen Ying, in 1976 the Party secretary and vice-chairman of the
prefectural government of Xigazé, was a cadre of the same vintage.
Massive, sunbrowned and deliberate, he was born in Garzé, the Tibet-
an autonomous prefecture of Sichuan, one of five sons of a debt-laden
peasant. In 1950, at 17, he joined the PLA, coming to Tibet in its
uniform. Demobilized in 1953, he was transferred to the Party’s branch
working committee in Gyangzé, in the difficult and complex conditions
prior to the democratic reform. Before, during and after the serfowner
rebellion, he was in the thick of struggles and changes. By the time
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we met him, in Tibet’s socialist period, he was a leading cadre with
much experience in organizing farming — in which the Xigazé area
has made striking progress.

The vice-chairman of the Revolutionary Committee of Loka
Prefecture in 1976 was Dorje Ben, a Tibetan from Qinghai Province
which was liberated in 1949. His family were semi-serf cotters like
Tibet’s duichun, held in peonage by a big owner of land and herds.
“We tilled his fields in summer, herded his sheep in winter and
ourselves were hungry at all seasons,” Dorje Ben said. In Qinghai,
the oppression of the working people was even more many-layered
than in Tibet, coming from Kuomintang warlords and officials as well
as the Tibetan upper crust, lay and clerical.

“As a child all I had to wear was one unlined sheepskin, whether
in July or December,” Dorje Ben went on. ‘“Shoes I'd never worn
at all. When I was ten, we borrowed three measures of barley from
a lamasery. The interest mounted so quickly that our family’s few
cattle and goats were seized to pay it. Just before liberation, we
hadn’t a thing left, except that debt. The Party and army, led by
Chairman Mao, saved us from the bitter sea. Our family, our whole
people, began to live a human life only then.”

“Before the liberation, I had had just one year of primary school.
After it, the Party sent me to a Nationalities’ Institute and cadre
school in Qinghai for three years. That was my education. Now I
am in a leading position. I must never forget my poor origin, never
cut away from my roots.”

A Tibetan industrial cadre in 1976 was Shirob Watsa, vice-head
of the Regional Automotive Repair Works, one of Tibet’'s larger
factories, with many hundreds of workers. After this quiet, slim, gray-
ing man of 42 had given us an account of the plant and its work, we
asked him about himself.

Our casual question produced an answer unexpectedly rich, even
for Tibet with its dramas of past and present at every step. For
Shirob Watsa was a living link between the second generation of
Tibetan cadres in China’s revolution and the first — the men of the
Long March.

His home area was near western Sichuan’s Dadu River, made
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famous by the Chinese Red Army’s heroic crossing at a key life-and-
death juncture in China’s revolution. He was born in 1935, the year
of that feat. By the age of seven, he remembers, he was already hear-
ing about the Red Army, in admiring, whispered recollections among
the people. Some of its men had said before leaving, “In eight years
or so, we'll be back.” As the time neared, this was recalled. After-
wards there was disappointment. But in the end the Red Army did
come back, in 1950, this time as the PLA, and for good.

“Actually,” said Shirob Watsa, “a few Red Army men remained
hidden in our area. They had been left behind, wounded or ill, and
were sheltered through all the dark years, by the working folk. The
rich and the Kuomintang never knew. Even I myself wasn't told till
after the liberation. We had a meeting then, and at last they could
reveal themselves.”

In the meantime, Shirob Watsa himself had his fill of woe. When
he was still small his father died while on forced labour building a
Kuomintang airfield. An elder sister fed him till he was ten. From
then on he worked as a shepherd.

“In 1950, when the PLA came we cheered ourselves hoarse. They
told us the Chinese People’s Volunteers were fighting in Korea. 1
wanted to sign up, but wasn’t accepted, being too young and sickly.
When I went back to my master, he beat me on the legs with a club
for applying. Look, I'll show you!”

Shirob Watsa rolled up his trousers, revealing the scars and
lumps where the blows had shattered his kneecaps.

“In 1953, a cadre of our township saw me hobbling along, put me
on a packhorse and took me to the Party committee. There I got light
work to do, enough food to eat, enough clothes to wear, and my first
new ideas. After two years I went to Tibet. They’d wanted to send
me to the Nationalities’ Institute in Chengdu, but I decided that if
I went anywhere it would be Lhasa. I was still religious. I wanted
a prayer said in the Jokhang Temple for my dead father. But I hadn’t
reckoned that it took money to pay the lamas for the scriptural read-
ing. Bitterly disappointed, I went on from Lhasa to Xigazé, where
I was given a messenger’s job in the Communist Youth League com-
mittee. There my mind gradually cleared. Early on, I remember, the
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secretary asked me when he saw me praying, ‘Have you ever seen
a god?’ I shot back angrily, ‘Aren’t you for freedom of religion?’ He
said calmly and warmly, ‘Aren’t there other ideals — for the people?’
We talked a lot after that. I came to understand there were indeed
other, more practical, beliefs. In 1956 I joined the Party.

“In 1957 I was sent to the Tibet Institute for Nationalities in
Xianyang in Shaanxi, and in 1960, I was transferred to Beijing to learn
to be a machinist. That’s where my knees were repaired. My worker-
teacher asked why I limped and was horrified when I told him. He
arranged with the factory leaders to put me in the Jishuitan Ortho-
pedic Hospital, one of China’s best. They took out some bits of
broken bone, and after 21 days I was back at work and well. This,
too, I owe to the Party.

“In 1963 I went to work in the Motor Repair Works at Golmud,
on the Qinghai-Tibet Highway, and in 1970 I came here.”

There are hundreds of Tibetan cadres of this generation, with
similar histories.

THE THIRD GENERATION

Coming into prominence in Tibet in recent years have been its
cadres of the ““third generation’ — the first to originate in Tibet itself.

Among them is the former slave gitl Pasang. In the late 1970’s
she was not only a secretary of the Party Committee of the
Autonomous Region and a vice-chairman of its government body. She
had also, for some years, been a member of the Central Committee of
the entire Chinese Communist Party.

Orphaned at 9, she began to toil as a slave from that time. In
the middle 1950’s, at 13, she could no longer stand mistreatment and
torture (of which she still bears the scars) by her owner’s wife, and
sought refuge with the PLA. In 1957, the army sent her to school in
the interior provinces. In 1959, after joining the Party there, she was
one of the students who rushed back to Tibet to help suppress the
rebellion and carry out the democratic reform. She began as a cadre
in a county women’s work department. Fairly soon, attracting atten-
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tion by her devotion, ability and initiative, she was made assistant head
of a county. In the decade that followed, she became a member of
the Regional Party Committee and one of its secretaries. Later, be-
sides her seat on the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist
Party she has twice been elected a deputy to China’s National Peo-
ple’s Congress.

Youngest of the Tibetan cadres in senior positions in the Region
is Raigdi, who like Pasang was a secretary of its Party Committee and
a vice-chairman of its government. In 1959, at the time of the dem-
ocratic reform, he was an illiterate serf herdsman just turned 21. In
that transforming movement, his energies and courage were unleashed.
Subsequently, his understanding and abilities were developed by
Party education. In 1972, still in his early thirties, he was chosen as
Party secretary of his native Nagqu Prefecture. In 1982 he was elected
a member of the Chinese Communist Party’s Central Committee.

Raigdi’s story, furthermore, illustrates another process common in
the region, that of a veteran Han functionary training a Tibetan sub-
ordinate to replace him. By 1976, Zhang Zhaoxian, his predecessor
and mentor in Nagqu, was head of Tibet’s bureau of trade. And Raig-
di was his direct superior in the regional government structure.

Topgyal Tseyang, another regional Party committee member, a
year younger than Raigdi, was in 1979 First Party Secretary of Xigazé
Prefecture. That area, with 19 counties and 450,000 people, produces
a quarter of Tibet’s farm crops and a third of its livestock.

By then, all prefectures in Tibet were headed by Tibetans. So
were more than sixty of its seventy counties.

Hungxin, a serf at the time of the democratic reform, leads pas-
toral Amdo County in the north. He has toured all its far-flung com-
munes on foot and horseback, and done much to move its stockbreed-
ing economy from its old poverty toward prospetity.

Lhadron, First Party Secretary of Bainang County, was a slave
housemaid in an aristocrat’s manor before the democratic reform.

Lhagba, since 1973 the Party Secretary of Burang County in
remote Ngari (western Tibet), had helped end its reputation of being
the most indigent and backward in the entire region.

There are many other such examples.
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Of the subsequent generation of Tibetan cadres, those who were
still children at the time of the democratic reform, I shall not write
here. They have no pre-liberation past. Most of them have been
literate since childhood. And an increasing number have had, or
are now acquiring, technical training that will help them participate
in the tasks of modernization.

* * *

Note may be taken here of the harm to cadres done by the ‘“‘gang
of four”.

At the upper and middle levels they looked for cadres who
through confusion, weak-kneed opportunism or careerist ambition
would report and take instruction from them rather than through
normal Party and state channels. These manoeuvres came to nought
with their downfall.

At the grass roots, the main damage on cadre matters was by
the ultra-Left line. It resulted in unjust removals of some commune
and team functionaries who had come up in the suppression of the
rebellion and in the democratic reform. Certain currency was given
to the false idea that democratic revolutionaries, as a whole, could not
go on to the socialist revolution. Through wrong re-definitions of
people’s class status the scope of class struggle was exaggerated.

For instance, in a misjudgment later widely publicized so that
a number of similar ones could be corrected, Badhup, a commune
cadre, had been set aside and dropped from the Party after arbitrary
re-classification as a serfowners’ agent — a class enemy category. In
fact he had been a middle serf and some missteps he made should
have been dealt with by routine criticism. After his removal,
moreover, he had remained loyal to the new society and conscientious-
ly done what work was given him. Now Badhup’s good name, Party
membership and back-pay as a cadre have been restored. So have
those of others in like situations.

This has not only undone injustices but re-activized many basical-
ly good cadres.



CHAPTER 11

NGAWANG GYATSO—STEELED
IN THE HEART OF LHASA

Ngawang Gyatso, when I first met him in 1965, was only 24 but
already a seasoned revolutionary. Born and brought up in Lhasa as
a serf, he was vice-secretary of the Communist Party Committee of
the Parkhor or “inner circle” section of the city, once the very heart
of serfowner rule. There, on festivals, the panoply of the feudal local
government had been flaunted amid the frightful surrounding
poverty — pomp amidst rags.

Ngawang Gyatso’s father had been a blacksmith doing corvée
labour for the kashag, the Dalai’s administration, When the People’s
Liberation Army arrived in 1951 he was ill, so he went to the free clinic
it set up. There he heard that a new primary school was to be started,
the first modern lay school in all Tibet, a school that would not only
teach needy students but feed and clothe them. In 1952 he took his
1-year-old son to its opening class.

But the serfowners, though forced by circumstances to agree to
the establishment of the school, did not want it to teach the poor.
They insisted on exacting unpaid forced labour, for a month of each
term and on all vacations, from serf schoolchildren from the age of
eight up. Just as they intended, the double strain of this toil and
trying to keep up with studies compelled some pupils to drop out.

But young Ngawang Gyatso and others, helped and encouraged
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by progressives among the teachers, did not give up. Also then, the
first deep political lesson seared itself into the boy’s heart. The
Chinese Communist Party and the Central People’s Government
brought education to the oppressed, but Tibet’s nobles tried to rob
them of it.

In 1953 his fathet’s illness got worse. The feudal officials, doubly
pitiless with a setf who sent his son to school, would not let him miss
a single day at the anvil. ‘“Father was so weak that I had to carry
his hammer to work,” Ngawang Gyatso recalled. ‘“There he had to
swing it from dawn to dusk.” Exhaustion hastened the smith’s death.
So another fact was graven on the boy’s mind: the PLA doctors tried
to cure his father but the serfowners robbed him of life.

Ngawang Gyatso’s mother was required to do corvée in place
of her dead husband. The boy himself, besides his own corvée, had
to work off the labour-rent for the hovel in which they lived. The
heavy stones he had carried rubbed his back into sores that would not
heal. Adding humiliation to pain, noblemen’s children on the Parkhor
would order the boy to let them ride him like a horse. Because of
their status he could not refuse. Sometimes they flung him a small
copper coin in payment, sometimes not.

With the aid of the school, which besides feeding him sent batley
flour and butter to the family, Ngawang Gyatso was able to go on to
the Lhasa Middle School, founded in 1956. There his horizons
widened. “Father had told me before he died to study, to improve
myself, and avenge the family,” he related. “Now I came to under-
stand that we, the poor, must do more. We must gain knowledge to
right the wrongs not just of one but of all working families. We
studied really hard, not like many of the aristoctats’ sons and
daughters, who were lazy, thinking they’d rule over us whether they
learned or not.”

When Ngawang and his friends joined the Young Pioneers, the
reactionaries, already enraged that serfs should be going to school at
all, turned on them in murderous fury. “On our way home from
classes we had to pass the Potala and the Parkhor,” Ngawang re-
called. “The old Tibetan army troops and setfowners’ bullies who
lounged there would catch us by the ends of our red scarves, and
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threaten, ‘“We'll throttle you with these’ We were children, and
naturally we were scared. But also we became angry and obstinate.
We didn’t take off our scarves.”

A pro-rebel Tibetan author, moved abroad by his parents as a
boy after 1959, confirms such intimidation by recalling bis own school-
days in Lhasa. “One afternoon 1 was walking along the river bank
proudly wearing my red scarf,” be writes, ‘“when 1 met a group of
young lamas. At once they gave chase, caught me, pulled the scarf
around my neck and almost strangled me to death with it.’’"\

On the eve of the 1959 rebellion, posters appeared saying that
anyone who did not quit “‘the Han schools” would be killed. Rebels
from other areas crowded into Lhasa, looting and raping. The old
Tibetan army, supposed to keep order, openly sided with them. For
18-year-old Ngawang Gyatso and his serf fellow students, this was the
test of tests. Instead of quitting the school or hiding behind its walls,
they went out in propaganda groups to the street corners. They would
start with songs and dances. When crowds gathered, one would speak
against the impending rebellion.

Ngawang spoke often at the most dangerous spot, the Parkhor
near the Jokhang Temple which housed part of the serfowners’ local
government. ‘“We knew the Lhasa poor were with us in their hearts,”
he recalled. “They wanted serfdom smashed. They hoped the PLA
would quell the reactionaries. But they were still afraid to speak out.
Anyone openly taking our side could be hauled off, whipped, even
killed. Just the same, the people made it difficult for the reactionaries
to break up the meetings, ‘Let them speak,’ they’d mutter, crowding
close to protect us. We could see by their eyes how carefully they
were listening to us.

“Why did we brave these risks? We knew that if we students
educated in new ideas showed fear, the people’s hopes would fade.
So when we talked, we put it straight. We and the Central Govern-
ment were for reform, for the poor people’s freedom and progress.
The rebels were for keeping slavery and serfdom and opening the door
to imperialism. We knew our duty was to stand up for the emancipa-
tion of the million serfs, our own class. If we did so, we would
triumph. If the enemy killed some of us, others wouldn’t flinch.”
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The reactionaries did try to kill Ngawang. One evening three
men followed him into a dark street and knifed him. Fortunately,
passers-by carried him promptly to hospital. Had they delayed, the
doctors said, he would have bled to death. ““As we expected, those
diehards were willing to murder to preserve their rule,” Ngawang
Gyatso said, showing me the knife scar. “Well, they didn’t kill our
cause, or even me. They were overthrown, but I'm still here, doing
revolutionary work.”

The city poor of Lhasa, and even many of the upper class and
the lamas, gave no aid or comfort to the rebellion when it flared up
openly. Many helped the PLA.

Then came the democratic reform, in which the ex-serfs and
slaves of the Lhasa area took the land, herds and political power into
their own hands. Throughout 1960, Ngawang Gyatso, still weak from
his wound, worked in the reform as a cadre. In 1962 he joined the
Communist Party. By 1965 he was in charge of organization, produc-
tion and education on the Parkhor, where enemies had tried to choke
him with his red scarf, and where later he had dared to speak out in
the face of their weapons. On the Parkhor many ex-beggars, formerly
without a roof over their heads, had been moved into the houses of
runaway reactionaries. Other residents were workers or handicrafts-
men, increasingly combining in mutual-aid teams. Some were mer-
chants, or aristocrats who had not rebelled.

Since the Parkhor runs around the Jokhang, the Lamaist holy of
holies, I asked Ngawang about the pilgrims who in 1965 wete still
making their prayerful citcuits around the shrine.

“I am a Marxist-Leninist, a Communist,” he said. “It stands to
reason that I no longer believe. But the people have an ancient tradi-
tion of faith. Centuries of habit are connected with it. These pilgtims
are of all kinds and classes. In Tibet, many older people are still
religious. Between age 30 and 35, some believe and some not. Most
of the youth don’t, especially if they've picked up a bit of science. We
Communists don’t promote religion, of course. But we do protect
the freedom to believe, or not to believe, without interference. No
compulsion will do in such matters. Only people’s own experience
and education can help them understand.



NGAWANG GYATSO — STEELED IN THE HEART OF LHASA 1689

“We ex-serfs and slaves were once the ruled,” he went on.
“Now we lead the people. We rely on those who were formerly the
most oppressed, but we want to unite all who can be united to build
our new socialist Tibet.”

“You still pass the Potala every day. What do you feel, looking
at it?”’ I asked.

“For a long time, it continued to depress me. We working people
had built it, so I admired it. But our oppressors still lived there and
there were dungeons beneath, so I hated it. Today I see it with
different eyes. We built it. Now it’s ours! But I still hate the serf-
dom and oppression it used to stand for, That must never come
back.”

Such was Ngawang Gyatso, who so recently in time, yet already
so long ago in the rush of history, had joined the first class of Tibet's
first primary school, and had been educated not only in the classroom
but in social struggle. There were thousands of new cadres like him —
courageous, modest, committed to the future — on the “roof of the
world”.

POSTSCRIPT: 1976

When I met Ngawang Gyatso again, an eventful decade had
passed for Tibet, all China, the world, and of course for him. By then
35, he was browner, wirier and more mature — but with eyes as bright,
emotions as ready, words tumbling out as fast, movements as energetic
as before.

In 1976 he was Party secretary of the Tsaikungtang rural district
of Lhasa municipality.

“In our Tibet,” he observed, “an important thing in the past
years was the move from the democratic to the socialist revolution,
and in particular the setting up of our people’s communes. We became
self-sufficient in grain. Many town-bred people, like myself, went
to the countryside to help lead the change in agriculture, which is
basic in the economy. It was in 1974 that I left the Parkhor to become
Party secretary of the Tsaikungtang rural district of Lhasa.”
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This district, Ngawang Gyatso went on, stretches for 15 kilo-
metres over three valleys, each organized as a commune. Describing
the progress of its agriculture, the livelihood of its people and its con-
tributions to the state, Ngawang Gyatso checked off on his fingers, the
figures I have tabulated, below.

AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION OF PRODUCTS
IN TSAIKUNGTANG DISTRICT, 1965-1975

1965 1975 Increase
(times)
Grain
Yield (per hectare) 1.5 tons 5.5 tons 3.6
Total crop 350 tons 2,000 tons 5.9
Food grain distributed
(per capita) 175 kg. 280 kg. ; 1.6
Surplus sold to state none 500 tons
Cattle
Total 2,000 head 12,000 head 6
Average per person 1 head 4 head 4

Tsaikungtang, he said, had about 2,000 people in 500 households
in 1959. By 1976 it had 3,500, in 760 households. There were more
births with fewer deaths, some wanderers had returned. Some
families had moved from the city to the country.

With more strong young people, and large-scale organization of
labour, the cultivated area had been increased by more than half since
1965 and many irrigation channels had been dug.

The survival rate for young livestock, formerly low, had risen to
97 per cent, thanks not only to better care and fodder but also to
seven “barefoot veterinarians” trained from among the peasants.

Farm machines ten years earlier were unknown in Tsaikungtang.
Now it had six large tractors. Three were free gifts from the state,
the other three were bought with the collective savings of the com-
munes themselves (again with the state subsidizing half the price).
There were also harvesters, threshers and winnowers. Larger equip-
ment was owned by the communes, smaller items by their teams.

The three communes had laid by 150 tons of grain against the
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possibility of bad harvests or war and 600,000 yuan to expand equip-
ment and production.

With special feeling, recalling his own grim fight for education,
Ngawang Gyatso spoke of the district’s schools. It had had none
before the liberation. Now there were nine, attended by virtually all
the children of school age. Eleven young people, five of them girls,
had been sent to study medicine, farm mechanization and other sub-
jects in inland universities. In general, they were expected to return
to the district, not go off to the cities.

Two hundred illiterate adults had learned to read and write.
Scientific farming groups, which tilled experimental plots as well as
learned from books, had 160 members.

Tsaikungtang, despite its closeness to Lhasa’s well-equipped free
hospitals, had set up a district medical station and a clinic in each
commune, and trained 27 barefoot doctors in the teams. Eighteen
creches and nurseries freed young mothers for farm work. Thirty-
eight aged or incapacitated working people without families to care
for them were supported by the communes. “In the old society,”
Ngawang Gyatso blazed, “they would have died of hunger and cold.”

Close to Ngawang Gyatso's heart, too, was the increase in Tibet-
an cadres. The 17 district functionaries were all Tibetans. *“There
are no privileges of rank for us cadres, our wives or our children,”
he said. “Those at district level put in a minimum of 180 days of
field labour a year, those at commune level 300 days.”

“Besides being among the masses in work and study, we regularly
invite poor and lower middle peasants to come to the office to give
their views. The people speak out. They expect the cadres to act
promptly to solve problems.”

“Have you kept in touch with what has been happening in the
Parkhor,” T asked.

“Yes, some of my family still live there,” he said, and spoke
animatedly of the changes.

“Since I saw you last, the socialist transformation of handicrafts
has taken place. The iron and wood craftsmen, tailors and builders
have formed co-ops. The many new houses you've seen for yourself.
A new free clinic gives both Western and Chinese-Tibetan treatments.
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Two new public restaurants serve quick meals — Tibetan or Han style,
The people’s primary school on the Parkhor is still famous. Many who
studied there have become cadres, skilled workers, soldiers in the
PLA.”

The Parkhot’s new Party secretary, who took over from Ngawang
Gyatso, was Tsering Drolma, a woman of 30. All the street’s leading
cadres were Tibetans.

“What about your own family?”

“Their past you know. Now they live quite well. Mother
worked in one of the co-op restaurants and retired last year. She’s
still in good health. Two of my brothers have gone to college. One
studied English and was appointed to the post office. The other is
a meteorologist. My youngest sister helps in the Parkhor restaurant.
My wife, who is from a rural slave family, does farm work here in the
district. She’s a Party member like me. My brothers and sisters are
in the Youth League. We have four children, three boys and a gitl, all
in school.”



CHAPTER 12

CHAMPA GYALTSEN—SERF
TAILOR TO COUNTY HEAD

Champa Gyaltsen, 27 years old, was the son of a serf tailor in
Lhasa. In 1965, he was the newly elected head of Lhiinze County, in
Tibet’s Loka Prefecture south of the Yarlung Zangbo River (which in
the lower reaches becomes the Brahmaputra). Earlier he had worked
with the serfs and slaves of Khaesum manor in taking it over and
organizing its new life.

Here is how he told his story — typical of the training of one
type of Tibetan revolutionary cadre.

* * *

My family, as tailors, had to be #la for the local government, the
aristocrats and the headmen — all three. Besides rent we had to pay
labour service for the quarters we lived in, and a poll tax. The masters
wore good clothes and ate and drank their fill, especially on holidays
when they feasted themselves silly. But we, who dressed them, didn’t
have enough clothes or food. Most of the time our family could not
even live together, as the sewing had to be done in the master’s own
houses.

Mother died when I was one year old. The full load of support-
ing us fell on Father. He went deep into debt. My elder brother
was made a slave as part-payment. I myself, at 13, was sent away to
Maizhokunggar County to serve a lay official named Sonam Dorje.
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In 1955, driven wild by constant beatings from Sonam Dorje’s
bailiff, I ran back to Lhasa, bruised, ragged and covered with lice.
The People’s Liberation Army had been in Tibet four years, but I
understood little about the Communists. I only knew that they treated
the sick free of charge, and ran schools where the poor could go. So
I looked up a neighbour, Phuntse Wangdup, who was one of the first
to go to school and still a student — today he is deputy secretary for
organization of the Communist Youth League in Tibet. Phuntse
Wangdup introduced me to the Class for Social Education.!

Immediately, I felt the Party’s special concern for us poor. I was
sent to the Southwest Institute for Nationalities in Chengdu, Sichuan
Province, where I stayed three and a half years, till April 1959. The
warm understanding of the teachers and students, who came from a
score of nationalities, opened my eyes to the fact that all were one
family, striving together for a new life. When I realized that this was
what we were studying for, I began to work truly hard, not even wast-
ing the 1o-minute break. Soon I joined the Communist Youth League.

In March 1959, the serfowners’ revolt broke out. We Tibetan
students volunteered at once to return. In April I was assigned to
the Loka area, to lead the liberated serfs and slaves of Khaesum
manor?® in production on their newly won land. But I knew nothing
about farming. So how could I lead? I took my anxiety to Chen Tao,
the Han leader of our cadres’ work team. He encouraged me, “Every-
thing comes gradually. Everyone begins by not knowing. Learn by
consulting with the people. Learn by doing.”

In September that year, when the harvest was near, all the other
cadres were called to a conference. I was left in charge. I remembered
that Comrade Chen had told me, “When in difficulties, go to the
masses.” So I approached two old peasants, Sonam and Lhadup, for
help.

But what helped me most was that I lived and worked with the
pcasants. All day, I was with them in the fields. At night, I listened
to them talk, not only about present problems but about the past. It
was education in farmiog, and also a class education. I thought I
knew enough about class oppression from my own past suffering. But
with everyday among them I learned more.
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I remember Tsering, an ex-serf, saying, “‘Birds have wings and
can fly freely. But we had legs and couldn’t walk where we wanted.
We couldn’t even drink water from the snow mountains. The whole
world belonged to the lords.” 1 heard how many families had run
away, and how many people had died. In a field where we worked
together, one man suddenly said: ‘‘Right here, Mudhup Pintso, a serf,
was beaten to death by Wangching, the bailiff. The earth stayed a
different colour for a long time from his blood. His wife went out of
her mind and ran off, nobody knows where, leaving three children.
The smallest tried to take food from a stove. He didn't know about
fire and burned his hand so badly that he was crippled. At eight, this
boy began to do #la for the manor. At 14, when the rich were carous-
ing at the New Year, he died in the cowshed, so eaten by lice that
they came out of his mouth, nose and eyes. This happened to many
children.”

Slaves who survived to 6o in those days, and they weren’t many,
were declared “freed”. Too feeble to be worked, they were simply
thrown off the estate, homeless and with nothing to eat. Udhup
Chomo went blind and was “freed” at 59. He begged on the roads
for three years before the rebellion was quelled, and came back only
afterwards. Now we give him a pension as a retired worker.

Tsering, a former slave, is head of one of our mutual-aid teams.
Once he told me, weeping, about his daughter, Gesang, a beautiful
and spirited girl whom all remembered. When she was 18, while de-
lirious with a high fever, she drank water from the irrigation canal.
The bailiff said she had “defiled the water” and beat her to death.

People were killed for picking up bits of horsehair and flogged
when seen carrying empty baskets which was taken as an evidence of
loafing on the job, or preparing to steal.

Such things happened to the nangzan, the slaves, and the tralpa,
the serfs. The duichun or “black people”, runaways and settlers from
other places, were supposed to be masterless. They had to pay and
pay. The saying was that they were taxed “even for looking at the
sky”. Even the sky belonged to the lords.

Among these people I realized that only one fotce in the whole
world wanted to liberate them, the Communist Party. Only if led by
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the Party could they stand up on their own feet. In August 1959, five
months after coming to Khaesum, I became a Party member.

In December that year, I left Khaesum manor to become head
of the local government of Changdup district. Promotion brought
more worries. Fresh from school and still inexperienced, 1 didn’t
know what I should do.

But I believed that, with Party leadership and support, I could
get a hold on the work. Comrade Yao, a Han, was the county Party
secretary at that time. Just as Comrade Chen had, he encouraged and
helped me, but he didn’t want me to run to him on every problem.
“You must study,” he urged. *“Start with Chairman Mao’s The
Foolish Old Man Who Removed the Mountains.” From this text I
understood that the entire Chinese people, like that old man, had
started from scratch and persisted till they had overthrown three great
mountains — imperialism, feudalism and bureaucrat-capitalism. So
why couldn’t I learn to be district head now, after liberation and with
so much groundwork already done?

Since I had learned some Han language at the Chengdu Institute,
I tried reading Chairman Mao in the original. Of course, I found
many characters, many expressions and references which I didn’t
know. This made me want to increase my general education. I looked
in dictionaries, asked other comrades for explanations, and came to
know a bit more of the world.

I also read Serve the People, Chairman Mao’s tribute to a model
revolutionary. Who was he? Zhang Side, a plain man, an army guard
who died while preparing charcoal to keep his comrades warm. This
taught me: whatever you do to serve others is important but if you
think only of yourself, however high your position or abilities, you’re
worth nothing. How to be a good district head? The answer was
the same. See what the people need and serve them in those ways.
My energy and confidence grew. I began to see what had to be done,
what had to be learned.

In 1961, the problem was to raise soil fertility. We needed
manure, but in our district, there were few sources for it. That winter
I led people to dig mud out of old pits, and put it on the fields. My
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feet were wet and cold from the freezing slush. But my heart was
warm,

In 1962, our district got steel ploughs from the government, free
of charge. The old Tibetan wooden iron-tipped plough had merely
furrowed the earth, it couldn’t turn it. Even so, despite all my persua-
sion, some peasants wouldn’t agree to change over. They thought the
new ploughs were heavy and would strain the oxen. Why wasn't I
able to convince them? The Party advised me to be patient, to consult
instead of haranguing, and to arrange field demonstrations to prove
in practice that my arguments weren’t just words. I did this, and the
new ploughs came into general use in a few months, which increased
production a lot. Everyone praises them now. The weeds they turn
up die from sunning or freezing and enrich the soil. So in our district
we didn’t need to leave any land fallow this year, as was the old
custom.

What’s more, it turned out that the peasants weren't just being
conservative or wrong in all the things they said. Those old wooden
ploughs weren’t “fit only for the museum”, as I had said hot-headedly.
We still use them effectively just before the sowing, and the new ones
for the heavy ploughing in spring and autumn.

In 1963, I stopped being district head and became district Party
secretary. Now I'm going back from Party to local government again,
as head of the whole county. My predecessor was a Han comrade.
Today most counties are led by Tibetans.

Not long before I was elected county head I had begun to think
that the whole situation, and I myself, were pretty good. The people’s
life had improved. Production was higher. I had done fairly well
at my post. I didn’t say it all in those words, but comrades in a higher
Party committee noticed my complacent mood. They warned me, “We
Communists must avoid conceit, never stop studying and stick to the
mass line.”” My first reaction was, ‘“Who’re you talking to? Whatever
I may be, I'm not conceited.” But, thinking it over, I realized I was
beginning to mark time, to dwell on my own merits and others’ lacks.
So I got out of my county office chair and ploughed, weeded, manured
and harvested with the mutual-aid teams. From their members I
heard plenty of criticisms. This should be done but wasn’t. That was
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being done wrong. Here was how it could be done better. My com-
placency was punctured, and my work improved. Only by labouring
side by side with the people, when what comes to mind is said at once
heart-to-heart, can problems be quickly uncovered and solved.

In the 1964 harvest, we faced a contradiction. How to cut, sun
and move the grain, glean the fields and get the autumn ploughing
done — all before the first frosts? We had only 180 new ploughs. But
our land had increased to over 8oo hectares. Instead of trying to
figure a way indoors, I went to work with a mutual-aid team of 17
members. Only four of them were men, and one of those was away.
But was it impossible to get the work done? Not at all. The shortage
could be counteracted by breaking with an ancient belief in Tibet, that
it was ill-omened for women to plough, drive animals or bind sheaves.
So long as this superstition bound us, if all our four men ploughed,
there would be no one to do the other jobs that were “for men only”.
Yet the belief was deep-rooted. Would people be willing to shift at
one swoop, would even to bring it up lead to quarrels? I was worried,
but I needn’t have been. As soon as the point was raised, one woman
spoke up: ‘“These are ideas from the serf society. It didn’t regard
us women as people. We'll never get to socialism with such things in
our heads. I'll be the first to bind the sheaves.” The others, men and
women, agreed readily. So it was we cadres who had been hesitant in
tackling this “national custom”. The people were ready to drop it.
The team did so quickly. The whole district soon followed. Never
underestimate the masses!

Another obstacle was the very small size of some of our first
mutual-aid teams. I'd thought there would be many difficulties in
merging them. It turned out not to be so hard.

So you see, the minute a cadre gets separated from the masses
is the minute he starts being a bureaucrat, however well he may have
done before. The people are prepared to go ahead, but such a person’s
mind is already in the past. The higher his post, the more serious
this can be, the more he can hold things back. Whoever doesn’t learn

every day from the masses can’t lead them. What use have they for
such leaders?
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That a serf tailor’s son like me could become a responsible cadre
isn’t my merit at all. It’s the Party’s. It liberated and trained me.
It got me back on the right track before I myself even knew I was off
it.

All the cadres in our county are now Tibetans, trained in the
same way as me. Nine are at district level. Forty hold posts as chair-
men, vice-chairmen, Party secretaries and vice-secretaries of its
townships.



CHAPTER 13

TSERING PHUNTSO—PEOPLE’S
POLICEMAN IN LHASA

In 1955, when the serfowner local regime still held sway in Tibet,
I had had a rather grim impression of the then Lhasa police — big,
booted toughs standing about in broad-brimmed felt hats, turquoise
pendant dangling from one ear, British rifle slung from the shoulder,
rawhide whip in hand. Their very name, “Polis” from the Indian-
English, reflected the job they had been created for: defence of im-
perialist-penetrated feudalism. When nobles or high lamas appeared,
they struck attitudes of abject submission. Toward central government
cadres, PLA men or us foreign journalists, they turned on oily smiles.
But to the city poor, who edged carefully by them, their conduct was
an unpredictable alternation of lounging contempt, quick savage
blows, menacing glares and raucous curses.

So generally hated were these bullying flunkeys that even such
an admirer of the old Tibetan ruling class as Lowell Thomas} Jr.,
supplied a photograph of one of them in his book! with the caption:

“A Lhasa policeman, distinguished by a floppy hat, Western
style, and a single dangling earring. We were told that these officers
of the law are about the only people ever to be murdered in the
Tibetan capital.” The only ones? Not in Thomas’ count, apparently,
were the almost everyday killings of serfs and slaves. But his remark
on the old police is revealing.

180
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In Lhasa again in 1965 after the tevolt of the ruling serfowners
had been crushed and the feudal system brought to an end by the
democratic reform I walked the freshly asphalted streets where a new
type of police were on point duty, unarmed, dressed in white cotton
tunics and with red stars on their caps.

Frequently, one of them would wave at some pedestrian, driver
or cyclist (townsman, peasant or shaggy-haired herdsman, Han or Ti-
betan uniformed cadre or PLA soldier — it did not seem to matter)
and engage him in apparently easy conversation, with no sign of in-
equality on either side. They talked generally of traffic rules, for in
Lhasa, these like the modern streets themselves, were brand-new.
“Every one of our people’s police is not only a Tibetan,” my Tibetan
cadre companion said with pride, “but an ex-slave or serf.”

“Let’s interview one,” I suggested. But since that could hardly
be done on point duty, it was on the next day that I talked with Tser-
ing Phuntso — from noon to dusk in my guest-house room.

Twenty-five years old, of medium but sturdy build, with a nut-
brown face, frank eyes, and thick, broad hands, Tsering Phuntso was
a type seen in any land. If not for his uniform I would have guessed,
“farm labourer” or “manual worker’”’. But this was Tibet and when
I asked, he replied, “I used to be a slave.”

“When I was just eight,” he explained slowly in response to my
request for his story, “‘I was allotted as house-slave to an upper serf,
an estate-bailiff, near Xigazé. My only food was rough black-pea meal,
and never enough of that. I wore rags, not a piece of cloth the size
of your palm in the lot. I had no shoes and in winter my bare
feet opened in bloody cracks — they hurt terribly and never healed till
the spring. My master did no physical work. Besides being his drudge
at home I was sent out to do the labour-service he owed to the lord.
Often I asked myself: ‘Why are people so unequal, some never work-
ing but getting rich while others never rest but die poor?’ The super-
stitious ideas that were in all our heads then gave an answer, ‘Rich
and poor are fixed by fate.” But I couldn’t help thinking again, ‘Aren’t
the poor human too?’ ”

The room where we sat was bright with the rays of Lbasa’s in-
comparable sun. But as Tsering Phuntso talked, gloom seemed to
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descend. Through it came two voices, bis and that of Tashi Phuntso,
the Tibetan-cadre interpreter. Just as their names were similar, so
their speech seemed to blend, as did their brooding eyes and strong
emotion. For Tashi, too, was of the oppressed, a former serf. Often
and strikingly, in Tibet, 1 would encounter this fusing flash of identity.
Not only between Tibetan and Tibetan but between Tibetan and Han,
based on the common class feeling of the once insulted and exploited.

“In 1956 when I was 16,” Tsering Phuntso continued, “‘the local
government was inviting some of the well-to-do Tibetans to enrol
their children in a new school in Xigazé. One family didn’t want their
son to go. So they fixed it with the gombo (local headman) to send
me instead — just like getting a substitute for corvée labour except
that this time the task was to go to school. There were also reaction-
aries who, to ingratiate themselves with the central government, would
pretend to support the new schools, but to scare the people, would
spread rumours that the Hans were plotting to send all young Tibet-
ans to the interior provinces and then to kill all the old people — and
even that the Hans ate human flesh. My own mother was fooled by
these lies. Though half-starved, she went into debt to buy a gift for
the headman and begged him on her knees, in tears, to let me off.”

“How did you yourself feel then?” I asked.

“I was scared,” Tsering Phuntso smiled again, “but also excited.
I thought: Eight years I’ve been a slave, this can’t be worse. Maybe
I’ll get a bit more to eat and not have to work so hard. Who'd ever
heard of a slave studying before? I might even learn something useful.
One thing I didn’t believe was that the Hans would kill or eat people.
True, I'd never talk to a Han. My master would have punished me
if I had. But I'd seen the People’s Liberation Army building a road,
how they never yelled at serfs and slaves working alongside them, and
how these people got wages, good food and shoes. So that was one
rumour I didn’t swallow.”

“Almost as soon as I got to the school,” Tsering Phuntso said,
his voice rising, “I felt as if the sun was shining for me for the first
time. I didn’t set eyes on my tatters again. I was issued clothes, warm
and comfortable, such as I'd never worn. I had a bath and a haircut.
Can you believe it, I'd never even washed my face properly before.
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At most I'd go to a stream, scoop up some water in my hands and
wipe my face on my rags. Now I was given my own wash basin,
towel, soap, paper, books, pen and pencils. I got a cotton quilt and
a bed to myself; in my master’s house I'd had to sleep on the ground,
in the rags I wore day and night. As a slave, I hadn’t been allowed
to touch bed or bedding, much less use them.

“So that first night, I couldn’t sleep, or say anything to my room-
mates, or even think, I was so stunned. The Han teachers were warm
and caring. It took me time to get into conversation with any of them,
but from the first I felt as if a stone had dropped off my back. We
and they slept in the same rooms, used the same things, ate the same
food, they addressed us as equals, I could hardly believe it. For how
had I lived with my master? In talking, he would shout a few words
at me, usually curses, and I had to bow low, put my hands on my
knees, stick out my tongue in respect, and answer only, ‘Loseli, loseli
(Yes, yes)’, but not too loud or he’d beat me for insolence. Sleeping?
He bedded down early on rugs and cushions, and I after midnight on
the cold mud floor. Waking? I was up at dawn to empty his pot and
get things ready for him so he could breakfast in bed and loll in it
till noon. Eating? I had to present his bowl to him with both hands,
head down, and for the slightest mistake he’d dash the hot tea in my
face. But I myself ate scraps in a corner. A slave was usually
addressed as ‘““idiot”, but to excuse yourself by saying you hadn’t
understood an order would only bring blows. The rule was: What the
master even thinks, the slave has to do.”

“But while I was big-eyed with joy at these contrasts, and felt
like a kitten moved to a warm spot, I didn’t think at first of serving
the people, only that good luck had at last touched even me! And
I still had some leftover suspicions and fears. These were Hans, after
all, why should they be kind? And would they stay that way? So
however many times I was told I was equal, I still bowed to every
cadre, Han or Tibetan, and put out my tongue, whispering ‘Loseli’, as
before. They would object, ‘Don’t do that, we're class brothers. We
used to be oppressed, just like you.” But for almost a year, even after
I began to understand, I still behaved as an inferior in Tibet was sup-
posed to, so deep was my slave habit.
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“Then I was transferred to the Tibetan Administrative Cadres
School in Lhasa. Again I was worried. Would I be treated as well?
I was — but there was a difference too. The Xigazé school had been a
united front one, for Tibetans of all classes. This one was for the
poor alone, and in it I gradually became class conscious. Till then,
I'd believed what my master was always saying, ‘We feed you, other-
wise you’d die of hunger.” Now I began to think: the serfowners own
all Tibet’s land and riches. But who works, who produces? Then,
one day it flashed through my head like fire. WHO FEEDS WHOM?
It’s we, the serfs and slaves, who feed the masters!”

As he said this, Tsering Phuntso reddened and his broad fists
clenched. As Tashi interpreted, I saw that his hands too had closed
into fists on his knees as he leaned forward.

“That was how,” said Tsering Phuntso, “I got a new aim in life.
Formerly I'd thought: Learn hard while you can, it’ll bring you ease
and comfort sometime. Now I said to myself: That’s not what becom-
ing a real man means. All our effort must be to serve the poor, to
change things for the working people. Nothing else is worth while.
Studying Chairman Mao’s writings made new sense.”

“Were your courses mainly on politics?” I inquired.

“Not mainly. We spent a lot of time learning to read and write
Tibetan, and arithmetic.”

“No Han language,” I asked curious. “Not in that school,”
Tsering Phuntso replied. “I learned some only later, in my spare
time.”

“Our students included some of Lhasa’s poor,” he went on.
“Some went back to their homes every night. The kashag, the old
government, put all kinds of pressure on them to quit. Its men would
insult them in the streets, ‘You students are two-headed monsters who
eat the shit of the Hans!" "’

“On Sundays, when we all went into town, kashag officials,
soldiers and members of the ‘“Protect the Faith Army”’, a reactionary
organization, would beat up any student they caught alone. They
could tell us by our haircuts, and baited us, ‘Whoever cuts his hair
is a Han slavel’

“In late 1958 and early 1959 the kashag, preparing its revolt, made
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open propaganda for it in Lhasa. Threatening placards were stuck
on walls! ‘All who go to Han schools must withdraw or be killed.’
Some students, mostly of the upper class, were influenced or got
scared, and did pull out. I myself thought, ‘You call us two-headed
traitors. But that's what you are yourselves. You're so afraid the
poor will stand up, you try to sell Tibet to the imperialists.” The
kashag preached what it called ‘independence’. But we students who
stayed in schools explained to the masses, ‘Tibet has been in the
family of China’s peoples for a thousand years. It was so in darkness,
when all nationalities were oppressed. Now, just as we are all moving
into the light, the old parasites want to split us apart, so they can keep
on sitting on our heads. Nothing doing!’

“What we wanted to break was not our tie with China’s other
nationalities, but the man-eating serfdom in our own Tibet. The rev-
olution was for all the nationalities. We were sure the future was
ours.

“In Lhasa, the rebellion was smashed in three days. Though we
asked to join in fighting against it, we weren’t needed. Right after it
was suppressed we left our classrooms to revolutionize Tibet's society
— as we had hoped to do for years. For a month, I was on guard over
captured rebels, dandified officers of the kashag’s 20d Regiment who
had always harassed our school. Formerly, when we saw these
types, we poor had had to bow down or be beaten. Now they were
overthrown and in our hands. We could hardly believe it. My
first thought was, ‘You used to kick me around. Well, you'll get
to know me now.” But I took no private revenge. I didn’t lay a
finger on them. By then I knew that I was a representative of the
labouring people. And there was a policy, devised in the people’s
interest, toward the defeated rebels: to punish those guilty of major
crimes, to punish no one who had been cheated or frightened into
joining, to reward anyone who repented and helped the people, even
after capture and whatever his past. Each case would be decided
by the facts. The Party trusted me to observe policy, and I trusted
the Party.”

“Some of these officers had been usurers,” he went on. “‘People
had had to flatter them to get a loan. Now they tried to flatter
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and bribe me. I wasn’t having any of that. ‘We’re smashing the old
society and all that stuff with it,’ I told them. ‘Don’t think we’re like
you.’” Then they tried to make up to me in smaller ways, with offers
of sweets and top-grade butter which their families brought them from
home. Each time I'd criticize them. Each time they’d apologize, ‘Real-
ly we’re not accustomed yet to the new society. We'te just trying to
be courteous.” ”’

“Courteous to us? Why didn’t they think of that when they were
on top?” Tsering Phuntso asked, and his brown face puckered.

“It was after this that I was assigned to our newly organized
people’s police,” he continued, “in the traffic section, you saw Lhasa
before the reform so you know what it was like. A car could
hardly pass. There were ruts, holes full of stinking water, stray dogs,
garbage, filth. And beggars everywhere, some sick, some dying.
Now, just see for yourself. There’s building everywhere. Roads
and sanitation are improving all the time.

“But then it was still hard to begin, and we in the new People’s
Police had no experience. First of all, we had to learn to see our
tasks as important. They are to safeguard the people’s lives, health
and possessions. We are part of the people, we advance together with
them. Before teaching anyone, we must learn,

“Take motor traffic. A few years ago there was very little in
Lhasa. Now there’s more and more. Young or old, the people
need explanations on how to use the streets. Also a lot of people have
bought bikes. They have to learn who has the right of way, and
what the signals mean. People here had no earlier experience of
these things. Neither did we. We had one or two instructors from
the interior, but still we have to learn how best to direct traffic ac-
cording to conditions right here. How do we solve problems? Mainly
by mass work. We hold meetings with drivers and with the towns-
folk. We fight speeding and overloading. We inspect cars — brake
pressure, electrical systems and so on — every half year. That’s one
of my jobs. T've learned to drive and make the safety checks.”

“How do the people regard you police?”

““That’s the main test for every one of us,” said Tsering Phuntso.
“The answer shows whether we’re serving the people. Let me tell you
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about Losang Chujen, a jo0-year-old woman with no family. She was
a nun once, then a servant. One day she suddenly fell ill and we
took her to hospital. Her room, I noticed, was damp. So I asked
for her key and sunned her bedding while she was away. After she
returned I visited her in my spare time to help her clean and cook.
“‘You're a good cadre of Chairman Mao,” she told me. ‘You're like a
son to me." I bought her Chairman Mao’s picture and one day,
when I came in, I found her praying to it. That's like superstition,
of course. We don’t advocate it. But for this old woman, it was
her way of showing her feeling for the new life. What it taught me
is that we must live up to what the people hope and expect. On
holidays now the old lady invites me with her other friends. I come
early, to help her prepare beforehand. Last time I washed her window
curtains.”

“We are always reminded,” he went on, “that our work is two-
fold. First, each has his assigned task, his specialty. Second, we’re
all part of the people so we must help them in every hardship. In
the summer, when the river rises, we roll up our trousers and work
with them to prevent flooding. If a drain is blocked, we clear it
ourselves, we don’t leave the dirty jobs to others. In winter, we break
the ice around the wells so people drawing water from them don’t
slip and fall.”

“Do people compare you with the former police?”

“Oh yes, often. Just the other day an old man said to me, ‘Look
how different you are. When I used to pass an old polis, if he didn’t
hit me he’d kick my donkey. When nobles came along, he'd roar
at us, Banga! Padju! Beggars! Out of the way!”

“And now the kind of people who once had to beg are the
police?”’ '

“That’s right,” said Tsering Phuntso.

“Tell me about the rest of your family,” I asked.

“In 1956 when I was sent to school, my mother and sisters had
no animals.! In the 1959 reform, they got a cow, two oxen and ten
sheep. Before that they had no home of their own. Now they
live in the two-storey house that belonged to the headman — he be-
came a rebel so his property went to the people. They have furni-
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ture, bedding, a butter churn and a copper water cauldron. And
of course they got their share of land. My elder sister is in
the township people’s government, doing women’s work. My uncle,
once the headman’s slave, heads the people’s security committee in
our village.”

“And what about your old master?”

“He’s still there. Nothing was taken away from him. Since
he didn’t rebel, by our policy he is an objective for the united front —
someone to try to change and to persuade to join with the people.
But I myself, when I went home, didn’t look him up, just ran into
him by chance, ‘You've become a new man,” he said, embarrassed.
Well, I thought I can’t say the same for you, not yet.

“I spent my time with my own people, the former poor. That’s
where I was happy.

“Especially, it was a joy to be with my mother. She looked
better and younger than when I left. She didn’t even recognize me
at first, after all those years away. Then she wept and so did I
Then she laughed, and I did too. I stayed a month and worked with
the mutual-aid team in the fields. I also explained to them the
Party’s policy on mutual aid in agriculture, as far as I myself under-
stood it; that was the big thing in the countryside then.

“In Lhasa I married, and we have a child. My wife’s name is
Chunda. Her people were originally beggars. But today she’s bet-
ter educated than I — she had a year at the Nationalities’ Institute
in Beijing. She’s a cadre in a production department, a Communist
Youth League member.”

“I myself joined the League in 1960,” Tsering Phuntso said. “In
1963 I was accepted into the Party. But I still have Youth League
duties. Now we are discussing Chairman Mao’s In Memory of Nor-
man Bethune. What do we say about him? He was a Canadian.
He gave all his strength, and finally his life, to help China’s revolution.
This is our own land. How can we read of him ard not be ashamed
if we don’t do our best for the people here, and think of those in other
lands?”

I seemed to see Bethune, whom I had met long years ago when
he first came to China, standing vigour-filled beside us in that sunlit
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room. How pleased he would have been to know that his tireless
efforts, without thought of self or fame, was helping inspire a similar
spirit among former serfs and slaves, made masters by revolution, in

far-off Tibet.

* * %*

To my regret, I did not see Tsering Phuntso again when I returned
in 1976. I learned that he was no longer in the city or in the police.
Like Ngawang Gyatso and so many others of Tibet's energetic and
devoted young functionaries, he had been shifted to agriculture as a
Party cadre in a rural county.






ARMS FREE THE PEOPLE;
THE PEOPLE TAKE UP ARMS



CHAPTER 14

THE PEOPLE’S LIBERATION
ARMY IN TIBET

1951-65

Lenin, a year or so after the October Revolution in Russia, dis-
cussed the character and impact of a proletarian army unforgettably
and simply. He recalled a train trip on which he encountered an old
woman talking animatedly to other passengers:

She was comparing the revolutionary soldiers to the old
soldiers and saying that the former protected the poor whereas
the latter used to protect the interests of the bourgeoisie and the
landowners. Formely the poor man had to pay heavily for every
stick of wood he took without permission, the old woman said.
“But when you meet a soldier in the woods nowadays, he’ll even
give you a hand with your bundle of sticks. You don’t have to
fear the man with the gun any more,” she said.

I think it would be hard to imagine any better tribute to
the Red Army than that.!

Reading this passage about the new kind of “man with a gun,”
I was reminded of Hua Chenghe.

I had met this slightly built, quiet PLA rank-and-filer in 1955,
in Zhamo in the great forests of Bomi (in eastern Tibet). He was

192
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the son of a tenant-peasant family in central China, thousands of miles
away, and had herded cattle for landlords since he was ten. During
the War of Liberation he was conscripted into the Kuomintang army,
but ran away with some fellow-villagers to the people’s forces.

“Before we were re-enlisted,” he told me, “we had a study
coutse. The subject was, ‘Why are we poor?’ The men talked out
of their own experience of being oppressed, as peasants and later as
soldiers under the KMT. Many, as they spoke, broke into sobs of
sorrow and anger. Soon we understood that rule by Chiang Kai-
shek and imperialism was at the root of the working people’s poverty
and humiliations and that the cause had to be dug up to get rid of
the effect. After that we became good fighters. We were afraid
of nothing except a return to the old slavery.”

In 1950, volunteers were called for to liberate the two parts of
China still controlled by imperialism and reaction, Taiwan and Tibet.
Hua Chenghe responded and was assigned to the Tibetan campaign.
“We each carried all our gear, more than 40 kilogrammes, on our
backs in the rarefied air. By foot we crossed eighteen great ranges,
sometimes at a height of over 5,000 metres. Two things kept us
going. One was remembering what we ourselves and our own par-
ents and ancestors had suffered. The other was seeing how the
Tibetan people still suffered. We didn’t quarter ourselves on the
Tibetans. Even when it was 30° C below zero we lived in our tents.

“Every item and service bought from the people was paid for.
But some aristocrats tried a boycott. They threatened to punish the
serfs who sold us things, or did anything for us. Also, they told lies
about us, which many at first believed. We made allowances for
this. These people had seen nothing but oppressors. They had to
convince themselves that we were different through new experience.
So we let our actions speak, carrying water for them and helping re-
pair houses which were falling apart. As a result they began to invite
us to stay in their homes, and it was only then we did so, paying rent
even when they didn’t want to accept it. We were drilled never to
transgress their customs and feelings. We never fished in the streams
even when hungry. We never entered a temple. We passed shrines
only on the right as the Lamaist code of respect requires. If any
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soldier was lax in these things we criticized him, and our unit leader
would go to the Tibetans and apologize.

“In 1953-54 we were building the Sichuan-Tibet Highway. It
was harder than a military campaign. What gave us energy was that
we understood that we were laying a road that would protect the
country, and link its peoples. How could a better life come to Tibet
on the backs of pack-ponies or yaks?

“Of course the road couldn’t be built without the people’s help.
I began to learn the language and became leader of a team of 40
Tibetan workers. Some had worn-out boots. I treated bits of yak-
hide and made them new soles — I'd learned to do that in the army.
We had an hour’s lunch break on the job but I ate in 20 minutes, and
spent the rest of the time cobbling. All our soldiers helped in such
ways, doing whatever was needed.”

“Everything had to go through the aristocrats in those days,”
Hua told me. ‘“The clan headmen came out on the road and though
they never touched pick or shovel we had to pay them, not for their
work but by their rank. Some of them had conscripted setfs for the
road as ula, and wanted to pocket their wages. But to this we said,
‘No.” We put each man’s wage into his own hands. The more timid
serfs, of course, surrendered their money to the nobles, and we couldn’t
interfere. But many didn’t. They went to our army co-op stores,
and miade purchases there.

“Some Tibetans were scared of us at first. No wonder. There
was a long history of estrangement between the nationalities and we
were not only Hans but soldiers — they’d seen the old reactionary Han
troops and the Tibetan feudal army, both of which were brutal to
the poor. At first their answer to whatever we said, even if they
didn’t understand it, was ‘Yes, yes, it will be done.” Gradually we
made it clear that we didn’t want unquestioning obedience. If they
didn’t like anything, or thought it could be done better, they should
speak up. When they began to, they helped us a lot more because
they knew the place and we didn’t.

“After the first strangeness disappeared, we all used to sit down
after work to talk. It didn’t take long for their bitter suffering to
come out. Yeshi, a serf, told how he had been cruelly flogged, but
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that we shouldn’t repeat this, because the headman who'd beaten
him was right there on the site. One day, a Tibetan road-worker
burst out, “Tell us how to get rid of oppression? We'll do it!’ What
could I answer? We were strictly observing the 17-article Agreement.
All I could do was to say, ‘I was just like you. Let me tell you my
own story.” When I did they understood.

“One old Tibetan worker, Tashi Tsering, we all called A-ba
(Daddy) because of his age. He liked that but said, ‘You treat me
better than my own sons!” When he collected his earnings, over a
hundred yuan, more money than he’d ever seen in a lifetime of hard
work, he wanted to buy us gifts. Other workers did too, but we
refused. Instead when the job was finished, we had a farewell party
to which they brought Tibetan sweets and cakes, and we brought the
kind we Hans make. We sarg songs for each other, and the old man
came out with one he’d made up:

In the sky are many stars,

The Big Dipper is brightest;

In my village there are many people,
My own parents are dearest;

In the world there are many men,
The PLA are the best.

He asked that we send it to Chairman Mao and we did.”

All Tashi Tsering’s family were working on the job, his wife
and two sons as well as himself. When they left, Hua Chenghe said,
they needed a yak to carry back the clothes they had bought in the
army commissary, where things were sold without profit or any mark-
up for the long, hard transport from the interior. When the Tibetans
first came, they talked about “building the road for the army”, but
later they said, ‘“The army is building the road for us”. When Hua
Chenghe mentioned this, he was so moved his voice trembled.

* * *
Many other accounts of the PLA’s spirit in tackling unprecedented

difficulties, and of its “propaganda by example” and its effect on the
people came to my ears in 1955.
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Leaders of the highway construction described how some techni-
cians had wanted to delay the project, saying “We still haven’t enough
data, equipment or materials. So how can we build such long roads
at such high altitudes, something no one else in the world had yet
done.” But the Party Central Committee put the question on a
political basis, ‘“‘Before the highway is built we cannot say that the
Tibetan people are liberated.” This became the core of the soldier-
builders’ resolve.

The 2,271 kilometres from Sichuan Province to Lhasa and 2,100
km. from Qinghai Province to Lhasa? were built mainly with pickaxe
and shovel, hammer and chisel, mostly at altitudes at which it was
hard to breathe, and in the face of persistent sabotage by serfownets.
Nonetheless the job was done. In the course of it Tibet’s serfs and
slaves gained their first knowledge of revolution and revolutionary
troops, though the time when these seeds of knowledge would sprout
in their hearts as their own motive for action still lay ahead. The
process was to be long and through stages — the first acquaintance,
the overcoming of bad memories and new slanders, then gratitude,
then comparison with their own lives, then partial struggles and final-
ly the class awakening.

The closer the highway came to Lhasa, the greater the obstruc-
tion the serfowners put up, I was told. It came from fear of loss
of their political sway and of their economic exactions. On the
Gongbo’gyamda stretch, they feared loss of their revenues from yak
transport. So they tried to block construction by stopping food de-
liveries for Tibetan workers on the site. The PLA fighters countered
by saving food from their own rations for the Tibetans, gathering wild
fruit from the mountains, teaching the Tibetans the best use of the
pick and shovel, enabling them to do more and get more wages, and
selling them food at low prices. The Tibetan workers quickly under-
stood who was their friend, and who not.

Labour, at that time, had to be recruited through the Tibetan
feudal headmen. These insisted on collecting the men’s wages and
giving them only scraps of food. The army, as Hua Chenghe de-
scribed, finally succeeded in introducing piece-work wages, paid to
the workers direct — for which they could buy food and other things
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directly from the commissary. After this, when the serfs had done
their stint and returned to the estates, they boiled with resentment
against turning over their earnings. ‘“The lord didn't feed me, so
why should I give him the money,” they said. Some bought boots or
clothing, wore them for a few days, and then bought another pair
or two which they treated in the same way. When their masters
asked, “Where’s the money?” they pointed to these articles saying,
“Here it is.” Of course the serfowners would not wear anything
“soiled” by inferiors. The idea of wages for work, to be kept by
the worker, took root for the first time in the Tibetan people’s minds.

Holidays were paid even though no work was done — another
unheard of marvel for Tibet. Pregnant women helping with the road
got a month’s maternity leave with pay. If a Tibetan road-builder
fell ill, soldiers carried him to the clinic on their shoulders for free
treatment.

When a flash flood hit the route, 8o Tibetans were stranded in
mortal danger. The PLA men chopped down trees and, standing
almost neck-high in the turbulent water, supported the tree-trunks
on their shoulders, making a bridge for the Tibetans to cross to
safety. In their turn not a few Tibetans risked their lives to help PLA
men in difficulties or peril.

In 1951-53 alone, army medics along the highway gave hundreds
of thousands of free treatments to Tibetans, both road-builders and
local inhabitants.

In 1954, millions of tons of glacier ice fell into a mountain lake
feeding the Nyangqu River, and a wall of water, five metres high in
some places, devastated all Gyangzé, parts of Xigazé and over a
hundred villages. PLA units saved large numbers of victims and
gave them emergency food, clothing and 20,000 metres of tenting
canvas. Subsequently, with relief food, seed grain, materials and
funds sent by the central authorities, the army helped the people set
up their homes again, plant new crops and resume handicraft produc-
tion, and also to earn money on special work-relief projects. In old
Tibet, such a disaster might have led to the disappearance of Gyangz¢,
its third biggest town.

But when I saw Gyangzé a year later, ia 1955, four-fifths of
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the destroyed houses had been rebuilt. And the then brand-new
Gyangzé-Xigazé Highway, together with a new irrigation system,
testified to the fruitfulness of the rehabilitation effort, despite the fact
that aristocrats and high lamas had tried hard to make the restoration
benefit them alone, and even increased the people’s burdens in rent
and services to recoup their own losses. “It was hard to organize food,
shelter and work,” a political officer told us. “But that wasn’t the
essence. The real victory was to dispel shock and apathy, to awaken
and maintain hope.”

For acts such as these, slaves and serfs who came into con-
tact with PLA men first dubbed them ‘“‘the new Hans”, to distinguish
them from the “old Hans” of the days of national oppression. Then
they began to call them lba-ma gundro, “‘gods of selflessness’” or even
“Buddha’s army’”’, to distinguish them from all other armies that
they had known, although they knew these fighters were not believers.
It became impocsible for the reactionaries to isolate or expel the PLA
by slander. And from the ranks of ordinary people awakened by
observing the army and working with it came many of Tibet’s first
post-liberation cadres, as readers will see from this book.

There was, moreover, a reflex effect on the army. Working
with the people, seeing both their poverty and their spirit its fighters
overcame more thoroughly the remnants of the past in their own
minds, such as lingering feelings of Han superiority or paternalistic
attitudes of “doing favours to the poor and backward”. Class educa-
tion given them by the Party was concretizeg into class love and
respect for the Tibetan oppressed.

These two converging processes of knowledge laid the ground-
work for the isolation of the Tibetan reactionaries, for the suppression
of their rebellion when it came, and for the subsequent democratic
reform.

They were aspects of a complex class struggle. In the first in-
stance, it involved dealings with the Tibetan serfowning class in its
status of continuing local power. But from first to last its objective
was to awaken the mass of the Tibetan people, so they could play
the decisive role in the advance of their own nationality in solidarity
with their class brothers of China’s other nationalities.
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In those years, the 17-article “Agreement of the Central People’s
Government and the Local Government of Tibet on Measures for
the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet”,? signed with the upper strata on
May 23, 1951 played a positive part. The Agreement established the
integrity of China’s territory, paralyzed imperialist-backed separatist
plotting, and, by taking this first essential step, made it possible to
move gradually toward further transformation. Under it, the Tibetan
culers undertook, among other obligations, to “assist the People’s
Liberation Army in the purchase of food, fodder and other daily
necessities’’. Having promised these things, they had to refrain from
open opposition and in fact could not avoid issuing corresponding
proclamations and orders in the name of the Dalai Lama to the
local aristocrats, even though they connived at the latter’s sabotage.

Article 4 of the Agreement read, ‘“The central authorities will
not alter the existing -political system in Tibet.”” And article 13
provided: “The People’s Liberation Army entering Tibet shall abide
by all the above-mentioned policies and shall also be fair in all buying
and selling and shall not arbitrarily take a needle or thread from
the people.”

Hence, while as a political army the PLA has the propagation
of revolutionary ideas among its duties at all times, it initially made
no direct propaganda against the system then dominating Tibet,
speaking only of the unity of all China’s regions against imperialism,
and of the great changes taking place in other areas and provinces.
Its influence in Tibet was exerted by its conduct.

Not only did the army take nothing from the Tibetans without
pay, it went to the great lengths to avoid inconveniencing them in
any way, and shouldered any burden this might involve. Even when
hungry, the troops respected local prejudice against fishing and
hunting. If buying would disturb markets or create shortages, they
did not buy — often subsisting on wild vegetables, and on field rats
for meat. After its entry, the army observed the rule that it would
raise half its own grain on previously uncultivated land and bring in
the rest from other provinces, so as not to take food available from
the people. The state farms it established (described elsewhere in
this book) gradually began to contribute to the people’s supply as
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well, and to making Tibet’s own agriculture more productive.

As to what would happen further, the key was in the people
and what was going on in their minds. Article 11 of the Agreement
said that while in the matter of reforms in Tibet, there would be
“no compulsion on the part of the central authorities”, the local gov-
ernment was obligated to ‘“‘carry out reforms on its own account,
and when the people raise demands for reform, they shall be settled
by means of consultation with the leading personalities in Tibet”.

Ultimately the work-style of the army, which exercised no com-
pulsion for reform, proved to be a factor that led the people to de-
mand reform. The serfowners who would not consult when they
could no longer dictate, but instead rose in rebellion, tried to kill the
people’s hope by armed compulsion. It was they who destroyed the
Agreement by taking arms against the PLA. Then, and only then,
did the PLA act as the people’s own force of compulsion, remove
the obstacles to reform and help to carry it out.

To do so the army, enriched by eight years of experience and
many ties with the local people, organized 5,000 of its officers and
men (formed into so-man teams or individually lent to civilian units)
for local work on five tasks.

To rally the working people;

Struggle for the democratic reform;

Set up the people’s state power;

Build the Party and the Youth League and recruit for them
(the serfowners had made this all but impossible in pre-
rebellion Tibet); and

s. Train Tibetan cadres on a large scale.

p—{
.

BN

Thus it at last unfolded in Tibet its full function as taught by
Mao Zedong decades earlier in 1929:

The Red Army should certainly not confine itself to fighting;
besides fighting to destroy the enemy’s military strength, it should
shoulder such important tasks as doing propaganda among the
masses, organizing the masses, arming them, helping them to

establish revolutionary political power and setting up Party or-
ganizations.4
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All this was done under the overall leadership of the Working
Committee of the Chinese Communist Party in Tibet, in co-ordina-

tion with its civilian personnel and with county Party organizations
as they gradually grew.

* * *

The PLA in Tibet in 1965, as before and after, maintained a mass
work department in its headquarters and mass work groups in each
company. Led by the Party and co-ordinating with the local govern-
ment bodies and people’s organizations, we were told, it was carrying
forward, shoulder to shoulder with the people, the class struggle,
struggle for production and scientific experimentation in the condi-
tions of Tibet.

And here again, army political workers stressed to us, the
significance was dual. It was not just one-way help given to Tibet’s
ex-slaves and serfs. Learning from the strong emotion and deter-
mined drive of these recently-oppressed Tibetan masses, the troops
heightened their own class consciousness and practical effectiveness
and welded themselves ever more closely with Tibet’s working people.

Besides positive mass work, the army guarded against any act,
by any of its members, which could hurt unity. If misunderstandings
or incidents occurred, they were gone over earnestly, often three or
four times, until a satisfactory solution could be found, and made into
material for political education. This applied for example to any
thoughtlessness toward national or religious feelings, even though
piety by 1965 was already less universal. It applied, too, to any
accident involving army vehicles and the people or their livestock.
In such cases, the army-drivers responsible were punished, compen-
sation was paid, and personal apologies were made by the comrades
of the unit involved. If anyone was injured, armymen went to the
hospital with food and flowers. ‘“The people know how different our
troops are from any in the past,” the director said. “They draw a
comparison and say, ‘You've paid the loss, don’t punish the soldier.
We are certain no PLA man could mean to hurt us.” Out of their
class feeling, they are ready to forgive etrors and shortcomings. But
we, the army, take these very seriously.”
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1976

Tibet in 1976 was in a great many ways a changed place, but the
spirit of the People’s Liberation Army there had not changed. From a
senior political officer of the military area command we got a rundown
of its role and activities during the intervening years.

He gave it under five headings:

e How the army has carried out the threefold mission of the
PLA: as a force for battle, for political work, and for economic con-
struction and production;

e How the Tibetan people have helped the PLA;

® The recruitment and role of Tibetan soldiers;

® Building the People’s Militia;

® Political and theoretical study.

And he filled them out, one by one, with the details given below:

The Army as a Fighting, Political and Labouring Force

The military task is the defence of China’s southwest frontier and
overall preparation against war. In this respect the army functions
as part of the entire national defence system.

The political task is a pivotal one and consists of mass work.
Cadres and fighters are going in teams to the farming, agricultural,
pastoral and border area to propagate Marxism, Leninism and Mao
Zedong Thought and the Party’s policies in various fields. They do
so while joinir.g in local tasks of revolution and construction. In these
matters, they looked for leadership from the local Party committees.

The army’s input into the building of Tibet’s agriculture is very
important. Its dimensions can be gauged from these figures for
1970-75:

Man-days worked 900,000°
Dazhai-type fields built up 6,200

Irrigation canals dug 400 kilometres
Manure moved to fields 16 million cartloads

Crops harvested on 6,330 hectares
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Army medical units of the PLA continued their traditional frec
service to Tibetan civilians. In the same six years, they gave over §.§
million examinations and treatments, and trained some 750 “‘barefoot”
doctors from among the peasants and herdsmen. In the first half of
1976 alone, 53 touring medical teams went out for a total of 2,390 man-
days,5 in addition to the work of the army’s hospitals and clinics.

In remote border areas, where inhabitants are few, the army was
turning its hand to practically everything, from land reclamation to
primary education. In some schools, qualified Tibetan PLA men were
instructing the children in ordinary subjects, and Han soldiers taught
that language.

Unchanged was the army’s prompt, massive response to natural
disasters. To fight a local drought in 1975, its soldiers worked 20,000
man-days, drove trucks on hundreds of trips and installed 65 pump-
stations. In a flood in Gyaca County, they moved 580 tons of com-
mune grain out of the path of the torrents, moved in relief supplies,
and rebuilt the dam and canal that had been damaged.

When the lives of people and cattle were in peril it was often
armymen who saved them. Known everywhere in Tibet, and in some
cases throughout China, were Phurbu Tashi, Pema, Lozang Dantzen
and other Tibetan PLA heroes who risked or lost their own lives so
that others might live.

The army continued to be taught not only to act as a model for
the people but also to learn from them. This principle, laid down for
it long ago by Mao Zedong, flowed from the character of the PLA.
“Learn from the Tibetan people” was the Party’s constant injunction
to every PLA soldier and officer. Over the years, the methods of such
learning had been developed into a system.

First, the army placed itself under supervision by the people.
The local inhabitants and civilian cadres were regularly asked to com-
ment on and criticize the army’s work and behaviour.

Secondly, in line with the army’s current tasks, and studies at
different times, ex-serfs and slaves who had suffered most bitterly in
the old society, or had become foremost in building the new, were
invited to talk to the troops. For instance, a border unit heard of an
old woman named Tsering who had been savagely oppressed under
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the old order, and persisted in fighting for socialism even after reac-
tionaries had murdered her daughter in revenge. The soldiers went
40 kilometres to ask her to their camp, to help them understand that
class struggle was still there and be as firm as she was. The head-
quarters command in Lhasa invited another type of speaker — Zhang
Zhenghong, a girl student from Nanjing who in defiance of ideas of
ease and privilege, and her father’s Han chauvinism, had left a com-
fortable home to become a commune member in the Tibetan
countryside.

Thirdly, groups of soldiers and command personnel went out to
labour alongside former ex-serfs and slaves, now commune members,
in the rural movement to learn from Dazhai. In Loka Prefecture, 150
worked in Nyama Commune. Another group marched to Qonggyai
County, to help build new fields and irrigation facilities. Virtually
every army unit made such links with nearby communes.

Fourthly, units on route marches used stopovers to conduct social
surveys, talking with the local people about their past and present.
On their return to base, they would analyze and circulate the material
to enliven and enrich the political studies of their units.

“In general,” said the political officer, “all of us, regardless of
rank, have much to learn from the Tibetan working people. We can
learn from their hatred of the oppressive past and the strength of
their feeling for the Party, Chairman Mao and our army. Also their
fearlessness of hardship, simplicity of life and tirelessness in labour

are a constant example to us. The longer we stay here the more we
respect them.”

How the People Help the PLA

The working people of Tibet, having long compared the PLA
with the armies they knew in the past and seen its actions in many
instances, were aware that it was a new kind of armed force, sharing
their class feelings and devoted to their interests. Hence any call to

help the army met with ready response, and often they themselves
took the initiative.

Many communes, teams, pastures, families and even individuals
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constituted themselves “volunteer supporters of the army”, offering
to wash and mend for the troops wherever they appeared, which in
turn educated and heartened the soldicrs. In Yadong County, an old
woman named Yangdzom appointed herself maintenance worker on
an access road to a border post, keeping it always smooth and swept.
When the local command thanked her, she said, “Our new life is safe
today because the people’s army guards the border. So naturally I
do what I can.”

Near another border checkpoint, in the Qamdo region, lived
people of the Deng nationality whom the old Tibetan ruling class had
called savages and had not allowed to settle outside the forests. After
the PLA came, they were given land and houses. One summer, when
soldiers of the post went off on protracted manoeuvres, the Dengs sent
their best rice-growers to look after a plot the troops had planted.
When the latter returned they found that their crops, instead of being
lost, had been harvested, threshed and stored in an army barn by the
Dengs.

High in the Himalayas a stream on which still another border
squad depended for water went dry. A commune lower down broke
the ice of a frozen lake to draw water and carry it up the mountain.
It also sent 200 workers, led by its chairman, to solve the whole prob-
lem by building a storage pond to secure supply in the future.

In the patrolling of the borders, the people’s militia worked
jointly with the troops. Herders gladly put up these joint patrols in
their yak-hair tents and organized pack transport for them.

The Recruitment of Tibetans into the Army and Their Role in It

From 1970 to 1975, the number of Tibetans recruited annually into
the PLA7 was several hundred. In 1976, it exceeded a thousand.
Virtually all young people from ex-serf and slave households wanted
to serve, and their families were eager that they should. But the short-
age of labour power in Tibet's economy — particularly in agricul-
ture — had been such that few able-bodied young people could be
spared. Now, with the beginning of farm mechanization, and the ma-
turing of a new and healthy generation (youngsters born in 1959, at
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the beginning of the democratic reform, were turning 18) there was
somewhat more leeway, though it was still limited.

In 1976, virtually every company serving in the region had Tibet-
an soldiers, from as few as three or four to seven or eight or more, the
proportion being highest in border guard units. Among the Tibetan
troops, 38 per cent were members of the Communist Party, and 32 per
cent of the Communist Youth League. Many had become key men in
their units.

“The PLA’s Tibetan soldiers,” the political officer said, “‘are
most directly linked with the masses. They help greatly to strengthen
the unity between the army and people, and between the nation-
alities.”

Young people who had served in the PLA were an important
source of Tibetan cadres — military cadres from among those remain-
ing in the army, and civilian ones from among those demobilized.
Many of the latter had become Party secretaries or held other leading
posts in communes, production teams or factories and shops.

Actually, the first Tibetan armymen to develop into military
cadres (officers) entered the ranks in the Tibetan areas of Sichuan
and other provinces during the Long March. In 1950-51, in the same
areas the process was repeated. In Tibet itself it really commenced in
1959, at the time of the suppression of the serfowner revolt and the
democratic reform.

Some of the 1950-51 contingent had risen to divisional rank by
1976, and of the 1959 group, regimental rank. In fact, a complement
of Tibetan-nationality officers at many levels had been built up in the
PLA even before it began to recruit ordinary soldiers in the Autono-
mous Region. This was the application, in the military field, of Chait-
man Mao’s teaching:

Without a large number of Communist cadres of minority
nationalities, it would be impossible to solve the national problem
thoroughly and to isolate the minority-nationality reactionaries
completely.

About 8oo Tibetan officers were on active duty in the region.
Two were serving at army level, and one or two in the headquarters
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of each division. Two Tibetans were among the five officers sent by
the regional command to study in the Political Department of the PLA
College in Beijing, China’s highest educational institution of its kind.
In the regiments and below, Tibetan officers were numerous. Many,
like Big Tashi® had been detached to militia work in the people’s
armed forces departments of the counties. Of whatever rank, the vast
majority were of serf or slave background or origin.

Great attention continued to be paid to unity between the Han
and Tibetan cadres, and to full participation by the latter in army
studies and activities. This involved, among other things, overcoming
the language barrier — from both sides. Since the army was that of
the whole country, Tibetan cadres (and soldiers) were helped to learn
Han. For those who had not done so, interpreters were provided, and
study texts translated as far as possible into Tibetan. Simultaneously,
Han personnel in the region were urged to learn Tibetan, at least the
spoken tongue. That their diligence and eagerness lagged behind that
of the Tibetans in learning Han, said the political officer, was a short-
coming to be remedied.

“Our Tibetan fellow soldiers,” he concluded, “‘have proved a
pillar of strength and acted as a bridge to the Tibetan masses. They
have shown in practice their loyalty, determination, courage and dili-
gence. This has been true in all branches of our work.”

The People’s Militia

The people’s militia in Tibet, as elsewhere in China, is an essen-
tial part of the revolutionary armed forces. The PLA was devoting
much attention to building it on the principle, laid down long ago by
Mao Zedong, of turning the whole nation into potential fighters by
combining field armies, local armed forces and militia, and integrating
armed people with those not bearing arms.

Its beginnings went back to the “armed work teams” formed to
put down the 1959 rebellion, guard the crops and animals acquired
by the Tibetan working people in the democratic reform, and help the
army in border defence.

On this basis a broader militia, composed mainly of Tibetans,
was set up to fight against attempts at restoration of the old order
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and aggression from abroad. Some j0,000 of them took part, mainly
in support and transport duties, in repelling India’s encroachments in
1962. In the border belt they continued on constant patrol, and were
ready to fight, alongside the army, whenever required.

In society at large, co-operating with regular security personnel,
they safeguarded revolutionary order.

On the production front, the militia were shock-workers in the
communes and state farms. They were pacesetters in building new
fields and irrigation projects, in scientific farming and in defying and
disproving superstitions that once stood in the way.

Throughout the rural areas militia anti-aircraft units responded
to hail warnings as they would to enemy attacks, shooting at the clouds
with chemical shells and thus combining service to production with
training in fast response and accurate gunnery.

Local Party committees took the building of the militia as one
of their main tasks. The PLA sent personnel to help the people’s
armed work departments of the counties,

Marxist Theoretical Study

Troops in Tibet, we were told, had put great energy into study-
ing the works of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin and Mao Zedong. They
read mainly from the texts themselves, rather than paraphrased or
explanatory material. And they tried to apply the theory they learned
to current tasks.

Commanders were expected to set a personal example in this.
Personal familiarization with the classics was the main emphasis.
Tutoring and discussion were auxiliary. Unit study organizers co-
ordinated the two.

Concentrated study classes were also held, with special leave
given, generally for two months. In 1970-76, over 2,000 cadres of
regimental level and above had attended, in eleven relays. Each
session aimed at mastering one or two of the six basic Marxist works
recommended nationwide for intensive study,® laying a groundwork
for better understanding of the othets. Shorter-term classes served
company and battalion cadres, with some rank-and-file soldiers pat-
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ticipating. Returning to their units, the students helped others to
learn.

“Study amid struggle” was undertaken with special reference to
current domestic matters and problems of one’s own world outlook.

Texts were also selected in relation to the international situation.
In 1976, the concentration was on understanding from current events
the danger of war so long as imperialism exists, and the especially
aggressive nature of the new social-imperialism.

During field training, the focus was on Mao Zedong’s military
works and his strategic and tactical ideas.

Altogether, from 1970 to 1976, army studies in Tibet covered over
twenty basic Marxist works.10

In the ten years from 1966 to 1976, over a thousand voluntary
theoretical groups, outside the regular political studies, were set up in
the army in Tibet. Eighty-five per cent of the members were private
soldiers, and the rest platoon and company cadres.

* * *

WORK DONE FOR THE PEOPLE BY UNITS OF
THE PLA IN TIBET IN 1973-77

LABOUR AND ITEMS SUPPLIED

Labour in production and construction (man days) . . . . . = 1,264,471
Fields ploughed and/or harvested (hectares) . . . . . . . 4,750
Dazhai-type fields built or improved (hectares) . . . . . . 1,220
Manure collected and transported (tons) . . . . . . . . . 598,000
Trees  planted e e e e e e e 310,487
Army transport service to farmmg (truck tnps) e e e 3,362
Farm machinery left to communes (units) e e e e e e 2,164
Farm machines repaired for communes (units) . . e 6,305
Irrigation canals/channels dug with army help (kdometrcs) e 516
Cattle-sheds and sheepfolds built (units) . . . . . . . . . 300
Earth moved in construction (cubic metres) . . . . . . . 77,547
Petrol supplied to communes (litres) . . . . . . . . . . 27,070
Dynamite, for construction jobs (kilogrammes) . . . . . . . 6,909
Detonators  (units) . . . . .« . - . e oo e 0. . e 4,068
Fuses (metres) . . e e e e e e e e e e e 1,660

Chemical fertilizers (tons) e e e e e e e e e e e e 15
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Cement (tons) . i . . . .
Stud-boars for pig breeding (units)

PERSONNEL ENGAGED

PLA personnel sent to fight disasters

PLA personnel sent to political work tcams
Medical personnel sent to serve population
Commune agro-technicians trained with army help
“Barefoot doctors” trained with PLA help
Veterinarians trained, do

SERVICES TO CIVILIANS

Free medical treatments
Free haircuts e e e e e e

12
46

2,993
1,104
4,848
6,217
1,065

85

954,341
86,345



CHAPTER 15

THE OLD TIBETAN ARMY

Let us now look back by contrast to the old army of feudal-
theocratic Tibet. Like all other institutions there, it was paid for by
the exploited people and designed to keep them down.

The kashag local government set aside special estates, the a-
kan, to maintain this army. Eighty per cent of the fruits of their serfs’
toil went to supply it each year with:!

1,000,000  yuan in silver

1,500,000  kg. of barley
81,000  kg. of butter
13,000  kg. of tea

These same serfs did most of the army’s corvée labour and became its
soldiers. One man was pressed into the ranks for every 40 or so
hectares of the ma-kan’s cultivated land.

The command system was a mirror of the social order. The
army’s top posts, like those in all Tibetan administration, were held
not by individuals but by pairs, a monk and a layman. Both had to
be of aristocratic birth. The heads of the five regiments, or depons,
also had to be nobles. They were not professional soldiers but ap-
pointed from the established list of officials, who could be shuffled be-

tween civil and military posts. A regimental depon, for example, was
often a former dzongpon, or county chief. Below him were the heads
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of battalions, companies, platoons and squads. These were part of
the standing force. Usually commoners, they were not allowed to tise
to the ranks reserved for nobles.

Naturally such a force, while well adapted for keeping the people
down, was too small and ill-based to be effective against British
incursions from across the Indian border. Much earlier, in 1888 and
subsequently against the Younghusband invasion of 1903-o4, Tibetan
local troops and levies had, indeed, resisted imperialism with out-
standing heroic valour. Gyangzé Fort, where they fought heroically
in the face of great odds, is now a national monument — in recogni-
tion of their service not only to the Tibetan people but to the integrity
of China as a whole. Their final lack of success was due to no lack of
spirit, but to their being outgunned and to the failure of the effete
Qing dynasty court in Beijing to give them support. In the subsequent
decade, however, the old Tibetan army was perverted from all defence
purposes and re-shaped into a guarantor and tool of foreign penetra-
tion, not an obstacle to it.

More than fifty years ago, in 1924, an American author, Grover
Clark, remarked that an agent of the British in India was the head,
among other things, of Lhasa’s military establishment:

This man not only is head of the police, but he is com-
mander of the Tibetan forces and the dominant figure in the
telegraph and postal services. His influence with the Dalai per-
sonally is also very great.... He was formerly in the police
service in Darjeeling. He first met the Dalai when he was stay-
ing with Sir Chatles Bell in India;2 he visited Tibet with Sir
Charles in 1919; he returned to Lhasa in November 1923.... In-
cidentally, Rinchen has recently asked for the despatch of some
600 British troops to Lhasa, nominally to act as bodyguard for
the Dalai. It is a fact, for example, that the Tibetan soldiers are
armed with British rifles of an old pattern, that within the past
couple of years well over 6,000 rifles, a number of machineguns,
several pieces of artillery and large supplies of ammunition have
gone from India to Tibet, that Tibetans have been trained in the
British army in India, that the ordinary maneuver commands of
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the Tibetan army are given in English, not Tibetan, that the
Tibetan army is fitted out with British-style uniforms.3

There could hardly be a more typical picture of an armed force already
penetrated by colonialism in an area it intended to swallow.

Tibet’s military manpower, moreover, was seen by British of-
ficials as potential cannon-fodder for their imperial purposes else-
where. Bell himself wrote:

It is not impossible that later on it may be found desirable
to recruit Tibetan soldiers for the Indian army on somewhat the
same lines as Gurkhas are now recruited. A few have already
served in the Gurkha regiments, enlisting under Nepalese names.
One Tibetan of my acquaintance was employed in the Remount
Department in South Africa during the Boer War. A schemc of
this kind, confined within narrow limits, might prove advanta-
geous to both India and Tibet. But it is premature to consider
it ... till the Sino-Tibetan dispute is settled. Tibet has but a
scattered population and at present requires her spare men as a
reserve for the defence of her eastern frontier.s

It did not embarrass Bell that he was writing of a part of China,
tecognized as such even by his own government. To him, Tibet was
something the British could already dispose of, and its “spare men”
were to be used first against the rest of China (that is what lies to the
east), thus clearing the way for British domination of Tibet itself
from India to the south, and later for using Tibetans to fight in Brit-

ain’s colonial wars. Very plain.
A much later book, written retrospectively after the liberation and

published in the U.S.A., said of the motley force which the British
and their closest Tibetan upper class adherents had put together:

The Tibetan army, with its complete lack of modern equip-
ment and poor leadership, is not taken seriously even by the
Tibetans themselves. The monks detest it as an imported hybrid.
The nobility distrusts it as a potential menace. And the common

people fear it as a public scourge.®
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It had, in fact, become little more than an imperialist instrument
for the partition of China. For decades, Lhasa had used it not for
external defence but for forays into neighbouring provinces.

In 1950, after the People’s Republic of China was founded, this
force attempted to give battle to the advancing PLA in Qamdo, then
part of Sikang Province. As was its mission for so long, it was serving
the interests both of Tibetan feudalism and of imperialism. Its arms
were British, its radio communications were in the hands of British
nationals, who did more than tap keys. One of them, Robert Ford,
later wrote that he also provided such ‘“‘advice’ as ‘“put some Bren
guns in the hills and dynamite the bridges.””® Writing of the murder
by poisoning in Qamdo of Geda Lama, who wanted to avert the fight-
ing and stood up for the unity of all China’s peoples, including the
Tibetan, Ford boasted, “I think I know who killed him. I hope he
will never be found out.””

The chief of the British radio operators in Lhasa, Reginald Fex,
ended by calling himself ‘“‘Foreign Minister of Independent Tibet.”
He imagined himself Minister of War as well. On display at the
Exhibition Hall of the Tibetan Revolution is his secret letter to “the
Commander-in-Chief, Tibetan Army” dated January 17, 1950, urging
“tough resistance” to the PLA to “mobilize world opinion” so that
“the Americans will feel that they ought to give immediate and
substantial military aid, possibly by air.” Clearly voiced in it was
his fear of Tibet’s common people, in or out of uniform. Against
them, Fox called for wholesale terror. “All loyal people to His
Holiness,” he recommended, ‘“should be withdrawn ... at least 20
miles for their security to avoid their defection by (sic) the Com-
munists . . . there are a large number of communist agents and spies
among them ... they must be rooted out without further delay, other-
wise . ..they will continue to cause defection among the Tibetan
troops.”

The Qamdo fight, in October 1950, ended in the rout of the old
Tibetan army. But the Central People’s Government did not outlaw
it, or maltreat its officers and men. Even Ford, in his account, wrote
that the victorious PLA “made it clear that they had no quarrel with
the Tibetan religion. Nor with the Tibetan people, who were treated
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correctly. In spite of the tremendous supply problem the Chinese
Army did not live off the country.... And the soldiers had strict
orders to respect both the persons and property of civilians and make
friends with them by all possible means.” As for captured men of
the Tibetan army (which as Ford himself described, had killed all
PLA men who had fallen into its hands) the victors “simply had the
Tibetan troops lined up and gave them all safe-conduct passes and
money and told them to go back to Lhasa with their wives and chil-
dren.”

High commanders were not penalized either. Ngapo Ngawang
Jigme, who was in political and military charge and a member of
the Dalai’s kashag, was captured and expected to be shot. Instead,
the PLA explained its purposes to him. He saw that its actions
suited its words. Years later, he told Anna Louise Strong:

The Qing dynasty® had left us with a bad impression.
The Kuomintang was worse. At first we were very suspicious
of this new government in Peking, because of rumours spread by
foreigners and the Kuomintang. There were many agents of
the Kuomintang and the imperialists in Tibet in 1950 and we
did not know the facts about the policies of the Communists.
So I led the resistance to the PLA. It was a short fight. I could
not resist them. They took Qamdo. By the end of 1950 I
began to learn their policies, that they stand for equality and
unity of all the nationalities in the motherland. From then on,
my suspicions began to disappear.

In Qamdo the people had suffered long centuries from
feudal exploitation and many wars. After the victory of the PLA
the people’s burden lessened. They set up a committee represent-
ing all the local people, the nobles and the commoners, the cler-
ical and the lay. They began to mediate the local tribal wars
and feuds. They set up a hospital and a school.... I ceased to
fear the new government. . ..?

From October 1950 until July 1951, the PLA did not advance
from the Qamdo area into the areas traditionally under Lhasa’s
control. Instead, Ngapo received facilities to report the Central
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People’s Government’s proposals to the Dalai Lama, who was then
in Yadong near India, ready to flee into that country., The Dalai
appointed Ngapo as commissioner to go to Beijing, with other officials
sent from Lhasa. There the Agreement on Measures for the Peace-
ful Liberation of Tibet was signed on May 23, 1951. Only after Lhasa’s
ratification did the PLA resume its march. It entered Tibet peacefully
and in accord with the Agreement’s provisions. There was no fighting
within Tibet.

Subsequently, also under the Agreement (Article 15) the Tibetan
Military Area Command of the PLA was set up. Ngapo, who re-
mained a member of the kashag, was named its Deputy Commander-
in-Chief. In 1956 he became Secretary-General of the Preparatory
Committee for the Tibet Autonomous Region. In 1965 he was elected
the first chairman of the Autonomous Region Government, inaugurat-
ed in that year. By 1979 he was also vice-chairman of the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress of the entire People’s
Republic of China.

What happened to the Tibetan Army in the interim? The
Agreement set down in Article 8:

The Tibetan troops shall be reorganized by stages into the
People’s Liberation Army, and become a part of the national
defence forces of the People’s Republic of China.

This provision the reactionary setfowners of Tibet never honour-
ed. They held tight to their army as a last card to play against prog-
ress, which they ultimately did in the 1959 rebellion.

With the same motive, they reneged Article 15 which provided
for the setting up of a “military and administrative committee” in
Tibet, even though the Central People’s Government had pledged to
“absorb as many local Tibetan personnel as possible to take part in
the work” including “patriotic elements from the local government
of Tibet, various districts and leading monasteries.” The People’s
Government did give Tibetans high military appointments in the
Area Command. But the committee was never formed.

The reason for the sabotage was a class one. The serfowner
regime hung on to the military force serving its exploitative privileges.



THE OLD TIBETAN ARMY 2117

Its motive was not “national”; the issue was not one of excluding
Tibetan participation in defence matters. What the serfowners really
feared was the gradual introduction into posts of military authority of
Tibetans of the oppressed classes.

But despite such obstruction, the policies of equality and common
progress for the nationalities followed by the people’s government
and the PLA in the difficult years 1951-59 made their impact on the
people. Moreover, they split the upper strata, even within the Tibetan
army.

Some aristocrat-officers did not lend themselves unquestioningly
to the desperate and externally-backed rebellion of 1959. Sampo
Tsewang Rentzen, the commanding general, a kashag member at
the time, was pulled out of his car by rebels while riding unarmed in
the streets beaten over the head and left for dead. (Their intended
victim, by some accounts, was Ngapo, who they thought was in the
attacked car.) One of the five regimental depons, Nyima Mindup
Dorje, did not participate in the revolt. In later years, he worked
in the Lhasa educational bureau. That even their carefully preserved
army did not join wholly was another sign of the real isolation of the
diehards, which made it easy to swiftly crush the revolt.

Mao Zedong, showing patience and faith in the people, foresaw
from the start that the dichards would so isolate themselves. In a
Party directive as early as 1952 (not made public until 1977) he advised
against haste in reorganizing the Tibetan troops and establishing the
Military and Administrative Commission as the Agreement provided:

For the time being, leave everything as it is, let the situation
drag on, and do not take up these questions until our army is
able to meet its own needs through production and wins the
support of the masses a year ot two from now. In the meantime
there are two possibilities.

One is that our united front policy toward the upper stratum,
a policy of uniting with the many and isolating the few, will
take effect and that the Tibetan people will gradually draw
closer to us, so the bad elements and the Tibetan troops will not

dare to rebel.
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The other possibility is that the bad elements, thinking we
are weak and can be bullied, may lead the Tibetan troops
in rebellion and that our army will counter-attack in self-defence
and deal them telling blows.

Either will be favourable for us.

As the top echelon in Tibet sees it, there is no sufficient rea-
son now for implementing the Agreement in its entirety or
for reorganizing the Tibetan troops. But things will be different
in a few years. By then they will probably find that they have
no choice but to carry out the Agreement to the full and to re-
organize the Tibetan troops. If the Tibetan troops start one
or even several rebellions and are repulsed by our army each
time, we will be all the more justified in reorganizing them. ...l

After the rebellion, the 17-article Agreement, which the kashag
by its own act had torn up, ceased to operate.

By then the task, as most Tibetans had come to see, was no
longer one of gradually reforming the feudal local administration and
army, but of their revolutionary demolition. An order of the State
Council of the People’s Republic of China proclaimed on May 28,
1959, over Zhou Enlai’s signature: “...as from today the Tibetan
local government is dissolved and its functions and powers will be
exercised by the Preparatory Committee for the Tibet Autonomous
Region.” A communique issued on the same day stated that military
control commissions would be set up and, as one of their tasks,
“organize self-defence armed forces of patriotic Tibetans to replace
the old Tibetan army of a little more than 3,000 men which was
rotten to the core, utterly without fighting capabilities and has turned
rebel.”

Thus the old Tibetan army ceased to exist. Simultaneously,
the people’s militia of Tibet was born in the course of fighting the
rebellion. And, as time went on, more and more Tibetans came to
serve in the PLA itself.

The members of the old army, as individuals, received carefully
differentiated treatment. Only hard-core participants in the rebel
conspiracy were punished. Those who had merely acted on otders
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were let free to go home. Soldiers who were serfs participated in
the benefits of the democratic reform. Whoever contributed to the
quick defeat of the rebellion was rewarded. In 1965, I found many
former Tibetan army men of different ranks farming the land and
working in handicraft co-operatives, while some, who were literate,
were office personnel or teachers.

* * *

Apart from the Tibetan soldiers who were disarmed, taken
prisoner, or deserted, a number fled under the compulsion of rebel
officers, or as a result of enticement or fear, across the border to
India. There various foreign forces tried for years to weld them
into an instrument for the reconquest of their power or influence in
Tibet, or possible military use against China. This is attested by
Western authors, including British friends of the rebels George Pat-
terson.!! But, the latter remarked ruefully in 1963, “the Tibetans were
becoming more and more susceptible to Chinese propaganda....”?
That is, they were homesick and beginning to feel they had been
misled.

In subsequent years, some went home, not as invaders but as
returning citizens. They were fed up with exile and attracted by
what they heard of Tibet’s new life.

In Loka in 1965, we met one of them, Phuntso Wangdui, a
hefty and slow-spoken man of 36. ‘“How did you get to be a sol-
dier?”’ 1 asked him. He answered in specific detail. As serfs,
his family of ten had always found life hard. In 1959, a bad crop
year, the ulz exactions had made things impossible for them, so he
sold himself into the army — as a substitute for a better-off serf who
was cultivating 72a-kan land and therefore subject to military service.
He gave the money from his self-sale to his wife, so she could feed
their children.

In 1959, Phuntso Wangdui was garrisoning the Potala with the
2nd Regiment, which its officers ordered to rebel. Whatever high-
flown words were used in public declarations, he recalled, the way
the matter was put to the ranks revealed the aristocrats’ contempt for
the common soldiers. ““The Tibetan government has kept you all
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this time,” they said. “Now show you haven’t been eating their
food for nothing!” Soon the remnants of the garrison were put to
flight by the PLA. Many deserted on the way, but the officers urged
on the rest, “Don’t believe the Communists. They’ll make all the
young men into their soldiers, let the old starve, and ship the small
children off to the interior.” But the column kept shrinking as it
neared the Indian border. Two men in Phuntso Wangdui’s presence
threw away their equipment and started for home. Intercepted by
rearguard officers, they were beaten up and forced to march on
unarmed. “When we crossed into India,” said Phuntso Wangdui,
“I thought, T'll never see my loved ones again.””

They crossed in pelting rain. Many soldiers were near collapse
from lack of food. Some were weeping. The officers said, “You're
lucky to be abroad. If you had gone back, you’d have been killed.”
But the men said to one another, “What’ll we do in India? We don’t
know the language or the habits. We have no land or homes there.”

In India, said Phuntso Wangdui, the soldiers were told: ‘“People
are dying of hunger in Tibet, and you should be glad to be out.” Here,
interrupting his own narrative, he burst out, “Now I can see that
was a lie. In the old society those who tilled the land hadn’t enough
food and those who wove had no cloth. Now the people have rights.
They have land and houses. Before the reform there were only two
well-to-do households in my village. Everyone else lacked grain and
was overloaded with #la. My own family had one donkey, now we
have six. We had 10 sheep, today we have 40 — and my wife has
four milk cows. Even when I was a rebel abroad, she received her
share. And when I came back, I got mine, and a loan to repair
our house.”

Then Phuntso Wangdui spoke more of his exile. Initially, his
unit had gone to Mishmi in Assam. This was tropical jungle. In
six weeks there some of the men, fresh from the cold high plateau,
sickened and died. After clamouring to be sent to mountain country,
the survivors were moved to Gantok in Sikkim, where they worked
for two years building roads. No wages were paid them directly.
The money went to Tibetan headmen, who passed only three annas
a day on to the men. Serfs in Tibet, and portrayed as ‘‘freedom
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fighters” in the Western press, these soldiers were still serfs abroad.
When hurt in accidents, or ill, they received no treatment. “There
is no money for doctors,” they wete told. Of §6 men in Phuntso
Wangdui’s road-gang, four died in those two years.

What Phuntso Wangdui told us I subsequently saw confirmed
by one of the publications of the Tibetan rebels themselves. A
newsletter, dated December 1965, bannered as “from the temporary
headquarters of H. H. the Dalai Lama” and printed in New Delhij,
complained of the conditions of Tibetans engaged in road-contract
work in the mountainous regions of north India.

Here both men and women work on the roads, living a shift-
ing, listless life in temporary roadside shelters which are often
tents. Because of the heavy snowfalls in winter, roadwork is
temporarily stopped for several months; the groups then move
down to seek temporary jobs if possible.... Tibetans find the
plains of India too hot.... Tibetans are aliens and are not free
to move to any part of India without permission. ... Like all hill
people, Tibetans are very susceptible to infective diseases. . ..

“Later,” Phuntso Wangdui continued his narrative, ‘“‘there was
a quick change. We were informed that the young, strong men should
go to Siliguri for other work. We didn’t stop there, however, but
were taken on to Calcutta and then Darjeeling. There to our surprise
we were issued uniforms. We had become Indian soldiers! The
officers despised us Tibetans. ‘You're beggars,” they taunted us.
‘Without us, how would you live?’ Afterwards we were sent to Agra,
and trained with British semi-automatic weapons.” These last two
words Phuntso Wangdui pronounced in English. And he had a few
more in his vocabulary. “We were taught one, two, three, four. ..
pull! — that was when we were up in planes and made to jump with
parachutes. The jump-master was an American in civilian clothes.
We were scared up there, but that made no difference to him. When
it was time, we were just pushed out, all we could do was to shut
our eyes, say those words, and tear at the cord. Some men broke their
legs in landing.”

Finally, Phuntso Wangdui's unit was transferred to Ladakh. It
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was near Tibet. They could listen to broadcasts from home. One
night Phuntso Wangdui stole out of the camp, walked for 12 days,
dodged the check-points and gave himself up to a PLA border patrol.

Back in Lhasa, he was amazed. “I used to think Lhasa a great
city,” he told us. ‘““But you could walk around it faitly quickly and
it was very dirty. Now it was really big and clean with good roads,
electric lights and schools. Before, when I used to go to Lhasa from our
village on ula, it took several days. This time I got home in a few
hours by bus. I saw new embankments along the rivers. We were
always paying taxes to have those built before, but somehow they
never were. What little was done only brought us more #la labour.
The big estates got the benefit. Now people were doing it for them-
selves, and getting wages. I began to see how, in exile, things had
been distorted to us.”

Back with his family and friends, Phuntso Wangdui was made
welcome. “Come over to my place and see how I live now,” he in-
vited us.

With little time, we had to decline. But we had heard enough
to know that many former Tibetan soldiers abroad would yet return —
not in the way planned by those who wanted them for cannon-fodder,
but in the way chosen by Phuntso Wangdui.

In 1976, inquiring about Phuntso Wangdui, we heard he was con-
sidered a good worker in his commune.

% * %

1976

In the years since my talk with Phuntso Wangdui, much has been
revealed that confirms his story of the blind-alley nature of the
attempt to preserve a reactionary Tibetan armed force, the cynical
use made of it, and the tragedy it meant for the ordinary Tibetans
hoodwinked into participating.

Concerning the Tibetan rebels in the Indian army, an informative
report by the British journalist Chris Mullin was published in the
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Hong Kong weekly, Far Eastern Economic Review, in its issue of
September §, 1975. The strength of the contingent was several thousand,
which meant that several times that number had served through
successive enlistments. Its training base was at Dehra Dun, not far
from Delhi. Special parachute instructions were given, as Phuntso
Wangdui said, by Americans at Agra. The force was, over years,
used for border patrols. Recruits were told that they would ultimately
“liberate” (i.e. invade) Tibet itself. Actually, they became all-purpose
expendables. Mullin says they were thrown against Pakistan in the
Indian army’s operations preceding the creation of Bangladesh, in
which about 40 of them were killed.

Alongside this force was another, a “secret army” run directly
by the CIA, like the ones it set up in Laos and Kampuchea.

The first discussion of U.S. arms and instructors for military ac-
tion to tear Tibet away from China, and in particular from the Chinese
revolution, goes back to the visit of the Lowell Thomases, senior and
junior in 1949. Returning to the U.S. in 1950, they met with President
Truman who, after the debacle of U.S. intervention in the rest of
China, gave no specific commitment though he expressed “sympathy”
for the separatists.

Later, while the Dalai Lama was expressing loyalty to China’s
central government, holding high posts in it, con:act with the U.S.
was maintained by two of his brothers already abroad, Gyalo
Thondup in Kalimpong and Thupten Norbu, later of New York. By
1657 his Kalimpong brother, Gyalo Thondup, had arranged for the
training of Tibetan ‘“‘guerrillas”, first in Taiwan but very soon in the
U.S. itself. In that same year, in an undercover operation, Tibetan
recruits for such training by the CIA were picked up on a deserted
road in east Pakistan by a car driven by the Dalai’s other brother,
Thupten Norbu, put into U.S. uniforms and flown out to U.S. bases.
CIA men told them there, one later informed Mullin, that “China is
our enemy also, so we will help you to fight. Our relationship will
continue for a long time, not just two or three years”.

In August 1957 two of the Tibetan CIA trainees’ were secretly
air-dropped near Lhasa with the aim of “organizing resistance.” In
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the Norbu Lingka, the Dalai Lama’s summer palace, they had a clan-
destine interview with one of his officials, Palha Thubten,® which
they reported by radio to the U.S. soon. Finding things too dangerous
in Lhasa, they went off to Loka in the south. In 1958 U.S. arms were
air-dropped to rebels there. In 1959 came the open rebellion in Lhasa
itself, which was crushed within days. The Dalai Lama’s party,
fleeing toward India through Loka, was joined by one of the air-
dropped agents. Along the rest of his escape route, he himself later
told Mullin, there was radio contact with the CIA.

In 1959-62, says Mullin, the CIA sent 170 special selectees from
among the rebel troops to Camp Hale, Colorado, U.S.A. Years later,
a U.S. writer, David Wise, published details.!* Camp Hale began to
turn out “‘graduates’” in 1958. Some were available to help get the
Dalai Lama. Directly responsible was Richard Bissell, the CIA’s head
of secret operations, the same man who later arranged the abortive
CIA-backed landing in the Bay of Pigs in Cuba. At the very top,
President Eisenhower conferred at length with CIA director Allen
Dulles on how to handle the “Tibet crisis”.

Two things are clear.

First, the Camp Hale operation was both top secret and top
level. Wise tells how a private flying school employee, accidentally
seeing Tibetans coming off a transport plane at Peterson Field,
Colorado in 1961, was held at gunpoint by U.S. soldiers, locked up in
a hanger, and sworn to silence. Later, after a leak in local Colorado
papers, the New York Times bureau in Washington, D.C. asked about
them. U.S. Defence Secretary McNamara was on the phone within
minutes to tell the Times to forget it, as disclosure would be ‘“‘harmful
to the security of the U.S.”.

Second, the Camp Hale operation, like the 1959 serfowner revolt
itself, crashed on the rocks of the Tibetan people’s opposition.

Of 170 Colorado trainees in 1959-62, according to Mullin, most
were dropped in Tibet in batches of six or so and ‘“nine out of ten
were never heard of again”,’® a “military disaster”. The reason is
inescapable. 1In Tibet’s vast area, the PLA garrisons in only a few
places were naturally avoided by the parachutists. Hence, the
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latter could only have been caught by the liberated serfs and slaves,
many bearing arms in the people’s militia. This is confirmed by
exhibits in the Tibet Revolutionary Museum in Lhasa, complete with
the names, photographs and paraphernalia of the agents involved.
The failure was not just that of one air drop. With the people
awakened, the whole enterprise was hopeless.

In addition to the parachutists, the CIA was knocking together
a ground “army”’. It. hard core, too, was trained at Camp Hale.
Its forward base was set up in Nepal, in defiance of that country’s
government, in the isolated Mustang Valley irhabited by a Tibetan
minority. The thousands of rebel troops there were supplied by air.
The paymaster, with CIA-supplied cash, was Gyalo Thondup, the
Dalai’s brother. Initially, some shallow infiltrations were made into
Tibet. But by 1963, says Mullin, such raids became “virtually im-
possible”. The rest of the secret army’s history was one of internal
strife, mostly, as Mullin tells us, over CIA money that ‘“‘disappeared
into private pockets. Ordinary soldiers were lucky if they received
anything more than their meagre rations”. Whether in pre-liberation
Tibet or in its half-life across the border, the old Tibetan society be-
haved according to its nature.

Mullin further informs us that after 1972, when President Nixon
went to Beijing and the United States faced up to the reality of
the People’s Republic of China and the need of relations with it, the
CIA lost interest in the ‘“secret army”’., Thenceforward, the financing
was from other sources and presumably reduced. In 1974 the Nepalese
army moved into Mustang Valley to clean up the rebel remnants.
Their leader, one of the very first U.S.-trained parachutists, was
killed. Some survivors fled to India. With that, says Mullin, the
“Khamba war” came to an end.

For the Tibetans abroad, the choice remained what it was from
the start. Either to be oppressed and milked by diehards of the
old clerical and lay ruling class,!® remain captive to their reactionary
ideas, and be used or abandoned at will by foreign powers. Or to
return and help build the new socialist Tibet in the multinational
People’s Republic of China.
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Making the latter choice they would have a friendly reception,
regardless of their rank or past. The principle was, and remains,
that “all patriots are welcome, whether early or late”. They could
rejoin their own people, making their own history in their own land.

Whatever the exiles might finally do, life had already proved
that the revolution in Tibet could not be reversed.



CHAPTER 16

BIG TASHI—SOLDIER OF
NEW TIBET

In 1941 the People’s Liberation Army entered Tibet, shut the door
to imperialism and brought to the region’s people the promise of a
new life. In 1959 it used its weapons to suppress the serfowners’
armed rebellion, with the help of the serfs and slaves who, in the
circumstances of the old society, had no armed force themselves. By
1965 many of these toilers of Tibet, their feudal shackles struck off,
were serving in the PLA itself as soldiets and as officers. One,
Gombo, was among the mountaineers who made the ascent of Qomo-
langma, the world’s highest peak. Known throughout China, he
had been elected a member of the National People’s Congress. An-
other, Phurbu Tashi, had given his life trying to save herdsmen’s cattle
in a blizzard, and been accordingly commemorated throughout China
alongside the young Han army heroes Lei Feng and Wang Jie, who
had also died as heroes not in war but at workaday tasks. For the
PLA is taught to be not only a fighting army but one that serves the
people; it not only secures the frontiers of the multinational People’s
Republic but is itself multinational; it not only defends socialism but
does some of the heaviest work in its construction.

One of its Tibetan members I met was Big Tashi, so called to
distinguish him from the many other bearers of this very common
Tibetan name. He was an assistant company political instructor and
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thus of officer rank, and an elected deputy to the People’s Congress
of the Tibet Autonomous Region. Plain featured and shy, he was
not at all “big”’ physically, most of his comrades towered over him.
The adjective referred only to his age, 26, senior to the rest of the
company’s half-dozen Tashis. Hearing his story, however, we re-
alized the real dimensions of the man and, above all, of the revolu-
tion that had produced him.

I made his acquaintance in Xigazé in 1965, in an all-Tibetan com-
pany' most of whose hundred or so men could list relatives murdered
by the serfowners and, in the case of 37, by the clerical serfowners —
the lamaseries.

Here is what he said, in a quiet voice that made the facts ring
the louder:

* * *

I come of a slave family. For generations we had belonged to
Thupten lamasery near here. My grandfather, father, mother and
elder sister were all flogged to death by its stewards. Mother ran
away, taking me with her, and found work as a servant. We thought
we had gone far enough to be safe, but they tracked us. When I
turned eight, the age for feudal service, two lamas came to claim
me. Mother beat her head on the ground and appealed to them,
“Have compassion! Can’t you put it off for a couple of years?”’ But
they said, “It’s written in the books. You’re slaves. Do you dare
break the law?” Kicking her aside, they dragged me off.

I was too small to work, and unwilling. Worst of all, I missed
Mother. I kept screaming for her. The first night they locked me
in a shed. I burrowed through the mud wall, and ran up the moun-
tainside. It was freezing. I had only one garment. There were
leopards up there, and I thought, “I’'ll die of cold or be eaten’.
Next morning my legs were so frozen I could hardly move them.
Looking down, I saw the monks go to Mother’s hut. I imagined them
beating, maybe killing her and cried and cried. I got terribly thirsty
but didn’t dare go to the stream, so I drank my own urine. Next
day, I couldn’t stand any more and crept down. Mother huddled
on the floor, bruised and bloody from her beating. The minute she
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saw me she cried, “Run away quick! I'm finished. But you must
live. Take a bag of tsamba. Go!l”

“I won't,” 1 wailed. “Let’s die together.”

“Get out!” she ordered me, weeping. “Now!”

How could I bear to leave her? That night I went back, helped
her get ready and we slipped away together.

We had turned into duichun, runaways, anyone's prey. Mother
hid in the hills and dug wild roots. I found work as a herd-boy.
Soon a master more powerfut than I grabbed me for himself. I
changed hands several times. When things got too bad we’d run off
again. This went on till I was 13. Then we met the PLA.

It happened while we were begging in a village. A unit was
quartered nearby. Its political instructor saw us half naked, hungry
and muddy. He spoke some Tibetan and asked our story. Hearing
it, he gave us some of his own clothes: flannel underwear and an
overcoat. The same day he talked to his comrades, and got us a
place to live and a cow. “Stay here with us,” he said.

We couldn’t understand why he should be so good to us? He
explained, “It’s not just you Tibetans who’re poor. There are poor
people everywhere. We're the army of all the poor.”

Later he told me, ““I was a homeless boy like you. Then I found
the Party. It taught me why we were hungry and ragged. Because
the rich robbed us. It taught us to take up guns and fight them.
That’s how we Han people won our new life.”

Though Mother and I still had to do some labour service for
a local serfowner, we helped out in the army camp, and got paid
for it. Life became easier. But what made us happiest was some-
thing new, hope. This army had come to free us. The political
instructor talked to us a lot. Step by step, we learned about classes,
class struggle, the Chinese revolution. Mother became gay and sang
often, making up the words herself. I remember one song, “Chair-
man Mao and the Party are like the never setting sun for us slaves.
The time will come. Soon, soon, it will come. By day we’ll all have
food and freedom. At night we'll sleep in warm beds, with warm
hearts.”

Though Mother had never learned to read or write, she was
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wise. One day she said to me, “You must go into the PLAI” So
I wouldn't forget she’d often take me by the chin, tug jokingly at my
neck and say, laughing, “Grow more quickly, son. Then they’ll
accept you sooner.”

In August 1957, when I was 18, I applied to enlist. Mother sat
up nights telling me how our own family had suffered. “That’s why
you should follow Chairman Mao and become a good soldier for the
people, like the political instructor,” she said.

When the doctor said I was fit, I danced with joy. The day I
got my uniform I kept looking in the mirror. The next day, when I
was issued a rifle, couldn’t let it out of my hands. I had lived up to
Mother’s hopes. I had a gun. I said to my gun, “With you in my
hands, I'll take revenge on the serfowners who killed our dear ones.”

My main idea was still to avenge our own family’s wrongs. Many
other Tibetan recruits felt the same. It was only gradually, through
education, that we realized we must do more — avenge and put right
the sufferings of all Tibet’s labouring people and serve the oppressed
everywhere.

After that I cherished my gun even more. It wasn’t just mine, it
was given to me by the Party to serve the greatest cause in the world.
I slept with its sttap looped around my wrist. Returning from drill
ot labour, I oiled and polished it. If we poor had no guns, I knew, out
night would be everywhere, and last forever.

Then, T learned something more. A weapon in your hand isn't
enough. More important is the weapon in your head. Only with
Marxism, Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought in command could I
always use my gun for its proper purpose.

Studying Chairman Mao’s books made me work hard to learn
the Tibetan alphabet, so I could read them for myself. That’s how
I started to be literate.

Suddenly, two months after entering the army, I heard that
Mother was dead! Ngawang Tsering, a serfowner, had accused her of
losing a calf from his herd. She was beaten till three of her ribs were
broken and died from internal bleeding. Really, they were paying
her back for putting me in the PLA.

Since then the Party has been my mother, our army unit my fami-



ARMS AND THE MAN
— NOW AND BEFORE

Big Tashi, Tibetan
P.L.A. man, trainer of
the people in arms,
Xigazé, 1976.

Women’s trench mortar crew demonstrate their
skill. One-tenth of Tibet’s population are in the
militia.

w

Tsering Phuntso—ex-slave people’
policeman.
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Potala Square, Lhasa, Oct. 1, 1955.
Riflemen and band of the army of the
Tibetan local government.
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October 1, 1955 Potala with Tibetan local troops and
officials in fore ground.

Tibetan local troops, 1955



UNITED FRONT — ARISTOCRATS JOIN THE PEOPLE

Pebala Cholie Namgyal (seat-
ed), former Living Buddha of
Qamdo, one of the leading
Tibetan united front figures in
all China, with Jipu Phuntso
Tseden, a vice-chairman of
the PPCC.

Ngapo Ngawang-Jigme in 1965 and 1961
chairman of the Tibet Autonomous Region
government, and vice-chairman of the
Standing Committee of China’s National
People’s Congress, was formerly a kalon (local
minister) in the feudal Tibetan administration
of the Dalai.

Thuptan Thanthar, who as secretary of the
Dalai was active in the 1959 rebellion, under-
went reform, changed his stand, and is now a
member of the PPCC in Tibet and the NPC in
all China.

Dorge Phagmo of Samding, Tibet’s only
female Living Budda, went abroad in 1959 but
returned. She is now a vice-chairman of the
Tibet PPCC and a member of China’s NPC.



Major participants in the 1959 rebel-
lion, freed in 1978, visit the Norbu
Lingka Summer Palace (former sum-
mer residence of the Dalai Lama).
Most were given positions approp-
riate to their abilities after their
release.

The Panchen Erdeni, now vice-
chairman of the Standing Committee
of the NPC, studies Lamaist scrip-
tural text. He is among those who
have issued repeated calls to the
Dalai Lama to return.

Lhalu Tsewang Dorge, who com
manded the serfowner forces in the
1959 rebellion, is now a member of
the Tibet Committee of the Chinest
PPCC. He is talking with othe
prominent ex-rebels released in 1978




WORKERS AND INDUSTRY
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Lhadrup (centre) with some of the members of his large family of three generations which
gathers often at his Lhasa home. Taken in 1965

The two elder sons, Dawa (left) and Losang,
then both electrical workers.

Gesang (front), her husband Tsangyang (rear)
and Pasang (centre) repaint truck.

In the forging shop of the Lhasa Auto Repair
Plant, Lhadrup (right) advises his third son |
Champa (left) and son-in-law Sanggye Gesang &
on straightening a chassis beam.
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Ngachen Hydro-power Station
in Lhasa, built in the 1960’s

Solar heat is increasingly used in Tibet.
Experimental geothermal power station at Collectors on roof provide hot water for a
Yangbajain, soon after commissioning in 1977. Lhasa hostel (left) and for a small bathhouse.
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Ex-serfs craftswomen in wool textile
mutual-aid team spinning in the ancient
way by dropping bobbins from rooftop
while those below carded wool by hand.
Xigazé, 1965.

Weaving ‘“Panda” brand blankets at
Nyingchi Wool Mill, 1976.
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Gyangzeé carpets, a traditional craft. With machinery brought from Shanghai, most

of Tibet’s wool began to be processed within
the region.

Nyingchi Wool Mill, Tibet’s largest.
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ly, the whole country my home. In 1959, when the reactionary serf-
owners rebelled, our company applied to be sent to fight them. But
they were put down before we could even set off.

In 1961, we began to study Chairman Mao’s works all over again.
We started with Analysis of the Classes in Chinese Society. 1 looked
at the first words, “Who are our friends? Who are our enemies?”
This is a key question in any revolution, in Tibet’s too. I brought
it right down to myself: Who were my friends? Who were my
enemies? Who had oppressed me? Who liberated me? And why?
I saw the answer. I'd heard about classes ever since the political
instructor had talked to me as a boy. Now the idea connected up
everything I had seen and learned since my childhood.

Ideas in your head are no use if they don’t get your hands moving.
And what your hands do may be meaningless or harmful without a
main aim in your head to guide them. Take our production work.
The land we troops farmed was dry. My job was to carry 100 buckets
of water a day to the fields. I found it hard till I thought, “Look at
it in class terms. It’s we serfs and slaves who are fighting with water
against drought. The serfowners never did that here, this land was
barren. Even if they had, the water would have been for them, not
us. If T can’t stand fatigue for the working people, how will I face
battle when I have to fight for them?” The hardships seemed to
shrink in my eyes.

We studied Chairman Mao’s In Memory of Norman Bethune.
From it, I drew three lessons for myself. First: To Bethune the rev-
olution, even in a country far from home, was dearer than his own life.
So what must I do in our own revolution? Always put the general
interest first and think of others before myself. Second: Bethune was
a Party member, I too had joined the Party. What should I learn
from him as a Communist? His internationalist spirit. Third: As a
soldier what should I leatn from him? Our country is still menaced.
So many people in the world are still oppressed. Bethune constantly
raised his medical skill for the people. I should improve my military
skill for them.

In 1963, I was promoted to a cadre rank. Happy to be so trusted,
I was also afraid. Could I, an ex-slave, without schooling, do tespon-
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sible work? This question became easier to solve when I thought:
The task is given to me by the Party. It's we working people, poor
and ignorant before, who are changing the world for ourselves. If I
can’t overcome difficulties in this cause, whatever I say about class
or internationalism is just twaddle.

Oppose Book Worship helped me, too. In it Chairman Mao
explained that knowledge doesn’t start from books; what is in the
books started from life. ‘““Although your head may be empty before
you go out of doors, it will be empty no longer when you return but
will contain all sorts of material necessary for the solution of the prob-
lems, and that is how problems are solved.” I'd just become an officer
and was already scared. “Get up on your feet,” I said to myself.
“See what’s to be done. Think it over. Do the thing, then think and
study again.”

That’s how I faced my main contradiction then; between my poor
preparation and doing a good job. Without contradictions there
would be no world. Facing and solving contradictions is how things
grow. That way I became bolder. I learned to sece my own strong
and weak points. The method: Go to reality. Chairman Mao says:
Without investigation, no right to speak. So first investigate the facts;
consult with the masses. I got to like the work more and more. I
never let myself get far from the soldiers — I work, study, live and
play among them — just as I did when I had no rank.

* * *

From his comrades in the company, we heard many things about
Tashi’s work that he himself hadn’t mentioned. ‘““He wants everyone
to stick to principle and does so himself,” said one soldier. “When
he quotes Chairman Mao’s ‘Modesty makes for progress; conceit
makes one lag behind,” we know he means it. You never hear of
the good things he does from his own lips.”

Big Tashi, they told us, was being held up as a “model of how
to study” for all the troops in Xigazé Prefecture. When still in the
ranks, working as company cook, he would get up and read Mao
Zedong’s works by lamplight before dawn. As a cadre, with even
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less time, he would read late at night. He had written more than 300
notes and comments on ideas he had garnered.

And he had applied them.

In 1962, while the unit was at Dagzhuka on the Yarlung Zangbo
River, the water rose suddenly. Tashi saw newly-cut firewood, which
the people had stacked on the banks, being washed away. He
undressed, jumped into the stream, and saved several hundred kilo-
grammes. Then, for days, he worked at moving the entire woodpile
to higher ground.

In 1963, while going off duty in a downpour after dark, he saw
a poor woman dragging along a load of yak-dung fuel. Taking off
his rain cape, he covered the fuel, and carried it to her house. She
asked him to come in and dry his soaked clothing. He refused, fearing
that she would have to build a fire and go to expense on his account.

The same year, encamped at Donggar, he spent every Sunday
helping an old woman there churn butter-tea, do household chores,
even wash and comb her hair. She had a small piece of land but no
family. Tashi called his whole squad to till her land.

In 1964, he was among those invited to Beijing to witness the
National Day Parade. This was a high honour. As a delegate, he
could have travelled in comfort. But on the whole train journey from
the railhead at Xining to the capital, three days and nights, he worked
as a volunteer car-attendant, sweeping, carrying hot water and finding
seats for the old and weak. Once he gave his own seat to a mother
and baby. When he dandled the child on his lap, it wet and soiled
him. The mother was very apologetic. Tashi said, “Forget it? I'm a
soldier, the people’s servant.” He washed the child’s diapers, then
cleaned up his own uniform.

“No one in our company has ever heard Big Tashi say, I'm an
officer,” a soldier said. ‘“He uses the same clothes and bedding as
when he was a private. After a march, he carries water for us to
wash our feet. When we’re out on labour, he picks the tough jobs.
If a soldier is ili, he brings him food and does his laundry. He’s on
the lookout for ways to serve the local people and teaches the whole
company to do the same. Last spring, in a village near which we
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encamped, we dug up all the latrines, prepared the manure, and took
it to the peasants’ fields. Tashi’s idea.

“In Xigazé, the children know him. Two state schools, one
middle and one primary, have invited him to be a spare-time instructor
of their Young Pioneers. He tells them about the past, mostly from
his own experience, and stories of the revolution. They come to our
barracks, tell him their doings and get his opinion of what’s right and
wrong.

“He hasn’t mentioned to you, we're sure, that he’s one of our
Xigazé deputies to the People’s Congress of the Autonomous Region?

Or that last year, in Beijing, he was photographed with Chairman
Mao?

Yang Yuting, a battalion political officer, gave us more informa-
tion about Tashi’s 2nd Company. Since 1960, it had been regularly
cited as a “model of production” in the Xigazé garrison area and a
“model in hygiene” for all PLA troops in Tibet.

“It’s a national minority unit,” said Yang. Nearly all its soldiers
and cadres are Tibetans. Why has it done so well? We think it’s
because of class education.

‘“The past is very recent here in Tibet — not only its memories
but its backwardness and bad habits still live. That’s the bad side.
But what’s good is that these men hate the past, they suffered from it.
As soon as they realize a thing is connected with the old oppression,
directly or indirectly, they fight it in themselves.

“For instance, superstition was still strong among many recruits.
But when the men exchanged stories of how lamaseries had behaved
to them and their families, and how their own faith led to non-re-
sistance, it didn’t take them long to drop it. ‘The high lamas killed
my father,” one would say, and give the details. ‘They taxed even the
donkeys’ ears and goats’ hotrns, another would interrupt, and also give
details. A third would recall how each dzong (county) had two heads,
a lay-official and a lama-official called the East and West dzong-pon.
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Thus both sides of the old machine of oppression gradually became
clear.

“We tackled drunkenness in the same way. ‘The lords drank
themselves silly while the people toiled and had no food. It's a
parasite’s habit. Are we going to do the same just because we have
army pay in our pockets?’ a soldier said. ‘No,’ said the others, and
the drinking grew less.

“In hygienic education, the talk would go something like this:
‘How could we be clean before? We wore the same rags for years.
We lived with the animals. Our mothers bore us in cow-byres. We
had to clean for the masters, but didn’t have the conditions to be
clean ourselves.” So the fight for cleanliness was illuminated by a
class angle.”

We were told a lot about those self-educational and self-trans-
forming sessions. How the serfs and slaves, turned soldiers, wept with
sorrow as they voiced the hitherto unspoken woes of their families.
How they broke into their first derisive laughter at the pretensions of
their once-feared former rulers. How they felt their first anger at
themselves for having borne it all so long, asked why, argued about
the answers, examined all this experience from the angle of their polit-
ical studies. How they analyzed the class structure of their own vil-
lages. How they went on to dissect the entire old Tibetan system of
combined feudal-clerical rule, bringing up more memories in ever
wider and clearer context.

The company had as many stories of the resulting transformation
as it had soldiers.

Lozang was a young ex-serf, maltreated and rebellious in child-
hood, who had run away repeatedly only to be brutally punished each
time. He had come to hate not only those who fattened themselves
on the people’s labour but labour itself, for what sense did it make
then? Joining the army he dreamed of battle, but had no use for
systematic training and work, or for anything else except thoughts of
revenge and strong drink. The Party gradually led him to study. In
the section on vagabonds, or the lumpen-proletariat, in Mao Zedong’s
Analysis of Classes he recognized himself.
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They lead the most precarious existence of all.... One of
China’s difficult problems is how to handle these people. Brave
fighters but apt to be destructive, they can become a revolution-
ary force if given proper guidance.?

“I want to be a revolutionary force, not a destroyer of our cause,”
he said at last. Step by step, he fought down one vagabond habit after
another. In work, which he had despised as unfit for a soldier, he
began to use not only his muscle but his quick mind. Building a light
bridge for a ford uncrossable at high water, he suggested putting it
on wheels so it could be moved wherever needed. Helped by others,
he worked at the idea till success. By 1965, Losang, like Tashi, was an
officer, with citations for both ideological and administrative work.
The Xigazé troops had elected him their deputy to the City People’s
Congress.

Pema, another member of the company, was in charge of its
horses. He regularly drove them through the village where his home
was, but never looked in when on duty. When asked why, he said,
“A revolutionary must be conscientious even when no one is oversee-
ing him.”

“What do you think of that?”” Battalion Instructor Yang smiled.
“Our ancient Han hero-king, the Great Yu, went down in legend for
3,000 years because when there was a flood to fight he passed his
own door thrice without going in. Our Pema has done it many more
times.”

Squad-leader Lhundtup was a veteran in the company. When
one of his young soldiers was promoted over his head to platoon com-
mander, he was pleased. Some men asked, “Aren’t you even a bit
unhappy?” He said, “Yes, with myself for not training more good
cadres.” He called a meeting of the squad Party group to discuss how
to help the new platoon commander. “If we don’t bring up young
forces the revolution will break off half way,” he reminded them.

Yang Yuting talked of these Tibetan soldiers with the glowing
warmth we met again and again among Han cadres on the high
plateau. “Gombo, Phurbu, Tsering, Big Tashi, Losang — they are
only a few examples of the transition, in a very few years, from serf
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or slave to PLA fighter and then to revolutionary commander,” he
said.

%* * *

In 1976, I met Big Tashi again in Xigazé, still in plain cotton
uniform, still youthfully warm, lively and open. No one could have
guessed, looking at him, that since 1968 he had been a member of the
Autonomous Region Revolutionary Committee (the regional govern-
ment) and, in 1969, a delegate to the Ninth National Congress of the
Chinese Communist Party.

In military rank, Tashi had risen from company to regimental
political officer. Now he was on detached duty in the armed work
department of nearby Namling County, concerned mainly with train-
ing its militia. In short, after having himself been transformed from
a weaponless slave to a soldier of the PLA, he was engaged in one
of its major tasks since its origin, the arming of the people. As had
been explained by Mao Zedong more than 40 years earlier:

. . the operations of the people’s guerrillas and those of
the main forces of the Red Army complement each other like a
man’s right arm and left arm, and if we had only the main forces
of the Red Army without the people’s guerrillas, we would be
like a warrior with only one arm. In concrete terms . . . we
mean that we have an armed people. That is the main reason
why the enemy is afraid to approach our base areas.?

Only a month had elapsed since the passing of the most outstand-
ing leader of China’s revolution, and all over Tibet there were signs
of poignant mourning. “‘Just think how long we serfs and slaves
would have waited for awakening and liberation if not for Chairman
Mao”’, Tashi said to me. “How could a half-starved, ignorant young-
ster like me have become a Party member, a People’s Liberation Army
fighter and cadre. Who knows, by now, where my bones would lie
if not for him? He loved the poor, was close to us, put his faith in
us.”

“In Tibet, one of the things that happened between 1967 and
1969 was the organization of communes; that’s when they were set up
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here,” Big Tashi said, “in the old society hunger was everywhere. 1
myself was hungry all the time. With the communes, and the more
scientific farming which they made possible, we won self-sufficiency
in grain.”

Then Big Tashi told of his current work with the militia.

“Namling County is huge, but has far fewer people than those
in the inner provinces; only about 48,000. In 1969, when I came, a
thousand were in the militia. Now there are over 4,058 which is about
one person in twelve. They are organized in battalions, platoons and
squads, from the county town to the most out of the way hamlets.

“Almost a third, 1,277 to be exact, are women. In old Tibet they
‘were looked upon as hardly human, as ‘demons.” Now they’re right
up in front in politics, production and in weapons training as well.
Who could have conceived it before? In militia education, we always
criticize the old views on women.

“Older people are enthusiastic, too. Many just won’t quit the
militia at 4o, as laid down, and if they’re still fit we don’t insist.
Even grandparents in their 60’s have asked to join. ‘At your age,
your health can’t stand it,” we say. ‘Chairman Mao says the whole
people should take part in defence,” they insist. ‘Aren’t we people,
too?” We regular soldiers can learn their spirit.

“The militia are also a shock force in farm work. Gongkar Com-
mune in our county is a farming model. Its militia, a hundred or so,
are largely responsible. Last year they were a very important factor in
reaching the yield laid down in the National Agricultural Programme;
three tons a hectare. They also meet twice a week for political study,
do military training, and preserve revolutionary order. They’re always
among the masses.

“In basic construction, this militia company has built many terrac-
ed and levelled fields, a 7-kilometre irrigation canal and a bridge takes
an 8o-ton load. It replaced a chain bridge with narrow planks which
had to be crossed in single file. Two bridges, two societies. Soldiers
of the old Tibetan army used to guard the old one and collect a toll
equal to five yuan today, for each crossing. Every day there were
curses, blows, screams there. Sometimes people were shoved off and
drowned. Now trucks, carts, pedestrians, cattle cross without trouble
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or expense. Of our county’s nine districts, you can now drive to six,
thanks to the new bridge. We've kept the old one intact for com-
parison and class education.

“One enemy the militia fights is hail. This means fighting super-
stition, too. ‘Hailstone Lamas’ used to charge big fees in grain, butter
and money, pray a bit, then spit in the direction of the threatening
cloud to stop the hail. If it didn’t fall, they claimed they had moved
the hearts of the gods. If it did, they said the people’s sins were too
grave to forgive. Now the militia shoots at the hail clouds with special
shells from anti-aircraft guns. This often changes the hail to rain.”

“Is there much difference between working in the regular army
and in the militia?”’ I asked.

“In purpose no. In detail a great deal. In the army things were
simpler in some ways. Our military job was the main thing, with
production on the side to lighten the people’s burden. In militia work
we're part of the masses, their daily life and labour. Each step touches
on many policies, on agriculture, on nationalities, on everything. You
can get nowhere by simply issuing orders. The people have to want
to do it.

“Secondly, the army is highly organized and centralized. The
troops are always together. Routines and duties are nailed down.
It’s very different with the militia, the masses scattered through dis-
tant mountains and valleys. They can’t come to us. We have to go
where they are.

“Thirdly, the army has its own Party organization. The general
principle for all our armed forces is, “‘The Party commands the gun,
the gun must never be allowed to take control of the Party.” The
militia, too, is part of the national defence forces, but politically it
is led by the local civilian Party committees. Whatever we do, we
can’t act apart from the local Party unit.

“On the military side, our militia guards bridges, roads, ware-
houses, the fruits of the people’s labour. Second, it prepares for a
people’s war in case of invasion. A people’s war is the affair not
just of the army but of the entire people.

“In ideology, we build the motive of service to the Chinese and

world revolution among the young people.”
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“You’ve told me of your past,” I said, “Do you use it to educate
the young militia members, as you did the young soldiers?”

“In the same way. All militiamen and women here have family
histories of blood and tears. We contrast ourselves with the old serf-
owner army. They bore arms for the cruel exploiters and oppressors.
We do it for the people in Tibet, all China, the world. They kicked
the people around. Our militia is educated, just as the PLA is, in the
Three Main Rules of Discipline and the Eight Points for Attention.*

“Wherever it goes, the militia does good deeds tor the people.
In old Tibet, childless aged people who could no longer work just
waited for death. Now the state, or the communes, provide them with
grain. But there are still many things they need done, cooking their
meals, hauling their firewood. These the militia take on. That’s an
everyday way of carrying out the injunction, ‘Serve the people heart
and soul.””

“Just as you’'ve done over many years,” I recalled.

“I haven’t done so much. Besides, just to do it yourself doesn’t
settle the problem. To help spread it on a broad scale, that’s what
counts. We're a people’s army.”

Before we parted, Big Tashi returned to his key thought, the
people in arms.

“Like me when I joined the PLA, our young militia boys and girls
are overjoyed to get their guns. And the old people tell them, ‘The serf-
owners used guns to oppress and murder us. Chairman Mao sent the
PLA with guns to give us back our lives, to make us the masters.
Now the gun is given into our own hands, in every village.’

“That guns kill people is something we setfs and slaves have
always known. They were aimed at us. Now we understand that
guns are a tool of class power. The power of the parasites or the
power of us working people — that’s the alternative.

“To put an end to the gun, the people must take it into their
own hands. That’s what Chairman Mao taught. That’s what we’ve
done. We must hold it tight to resist any aggression, hold it tight
until we reach communism.”

Big Tashi in 1976 was still under 40. But the social and mental
change he exemplified in Tibet had leaped over a thousand years.
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CHAPTER 17

UNITED FRONT — ALWAYS
OPEN-ENDED

The mutually inseparable keys to victory for the Chinese revolu-
tion, Mao Zedong stressed in both its democratic and socialist stages,

are the Communist Party and the army and united front under its
leadership.

In the revolution in Tibet, this has been equally true. Of the role
of Party and army, much has already been said. The united front
involves groups and individuals from the upper levels of the old
society who have been, or can be, won over to the new. In Tibet it was
and is of even more than the usual importance. There it is interwoven
with questions of nationality and religion and with the security of
the borders of multinational China.

The Chinese Communist Party’s united front work in Tibetan-
inhabited areas goes back more than 40 years to the days of the Long
March.

Tian Bao (Sanggye Yeshi), a secretary of the Tibet Party Com-
mittee,' and himself a Tibetan veteran of the Long March, told us in
1976 not only of the class base then laid among the labouring people
but of the common ground simultaneously built with members of the
upper strata whom the policy of national equality attracted to the
side of the revolution,

Here is what he said:

242



UNITED FRONT — ALWAYS OPEN-ENDED 243

Never before had we Tibetans seen an army that treated us as
people, that represented the poor, that divided things among them.
Relics of the Long March were preserved among the masses from the
mid-1930s, right through to the liberation in 1949. Some peasants and
herdsmen hid sick and wounded Red Army men who had to be left
behind. Many asked each other, “When will the Red Army come
again?”’

At a higher level of Tibetan society in what was then Sikang
Province, there was a young Living Buddha in a small temple whose
name was Geda. He was won over by the united front work of the
Red Army, and took a post in the autonomous revolutionary govern-
ment of the Tibetan nationality then established. Commander-in-
Chief Zhu De made friends with him. On departure he left a note
saying that Geda and his lamasery had helped the Red Army and
should be protected by any of its units who came by. That note is
now in the Revolutionary Museum in Beijing.

How did it survive? Geda preserved it. While the Red Army
was still operating in the vicinity, it was to his advantage. Through
the fifteen years of rampant Kuomintang reaction that followed, its
discovery could have cost him his life. Yet all that time he kept it,
secretly pasted on the back of a temple image. In 1949, when most
of the rest of China was already liberated, he sent four men by way
of Gansu and Qinghai, a long and tough trip in those days, to see
Comrade Zhu De in Beijing. Zhu De remembered, welcomed the
emissaries warmly, had new clothes made for them, and sent them
back with a reply to Geda saying that the PLA would soon be in
Sikang on its way to liberate Tibet.

Geda answered, “Zhu De is a good man who doesn’t forget.”
He volunteered, moreover, to go first to Lhasa to explain the Party’s
policy on nationalities. After the liberation of Sikang, Geda was
made a vice-head of its new people’s provincial government. But
when about to start on his mission to Lhasa he was poisoned. From
the persons implicated, including Robert Ford,?> English radio operator
in Lhasa’s local army who has himself written that he knew how and
by whom the deed was done, it was clear that the imperialists and
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reactionaries, working in concert, would stop at nothing in their last
efforts to sabotage the peaceful liberation of Tibet.

* * *

The PLA on its part, resumed its united front work on a much
larger scale than in the old Red Army days. The message Geda was
unable to take to Lhasa was borne there by a newly won over
personage, Ngapo Ngawang Jigme, who today is Chairman of
Tibet Autonomous Region and Vice-Chairman of the Standing Com-
mittee of the National People’s Congress of all China.3

Ngapo® had a very different initial history from Geda.

By origin, he was among the highest of Tibet’s lay aristocrats,
a descendant of its ancient kings, and inheritor of 400 square kilo-
metres of land and 2,500 serfs. In official position, he had been a
kalon or minister of the Dalai Lama’s local government, the kashag.
In attitude and actions immediately after the formation of the People’s
Republic of China, he had been a secessionist, heading the troops sent
in 1950 to Qamdo to block the PLA’s advance. Defeated and cap-
tured in the field, he became its prisoner.

But the People’s Government did not treat him as such. Instead,
it let him see what it was doing and help the people of newly-liberated
Qamdo, explained its policies concerning minority nationalities, and
set him free to report to the Dalai Lama. The latter finally appointed
him as head of a delegation from Lhasa to negotiate the 17-article
Agreement of 1951. Ngapo’s was the first Tibetan signature on it.

In 1956, when the Dalai Lama was made chairman, and the
Panchen Erdeni vice-chairman, of the Preparatory Committee for the
Tibet Autonomous Region, Ngapo became its secretary-general. After
1959, when the Dalai Lama went with the rebels, the Panchen Erdeni
became acting chairman of the committee, and Ngapo a vice-chairman.
As the democratic reform proceeded, the Panchen in his turn became
the centre of the continued resistance of the exploiting classes to its
completion. In 1964, he was criticized and unseated by the liberated
serfs and slaves.> Ngapo, however, continued to stand by the unity
of the nationalities and the reform. In 1965, when the Tibet Autono-
mous Region was formally inaugurated, he was elected its chairman.
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In 1981, after changes in the “cultural revolution”, and subsequently,
he was back in this post. He was also elected to the vice-chairmanship
of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress — this
position he kept throughout.

Having accepted the revolution, Ngapo did not turn back.

The same has been true of Pebala Cholie Namgyal, Living
Buddha of Qamdo, a young man who in the old society had been
the temporal and clerical chief of his area. He, too, came to occupy
high posts in the Tibet Autonomous Region and the National People’s
Congress.b

* * *

On all my three visits to Tibet I talked about united front policy
with leading functionaries concerned — in 1976 it was with Xu Hong-
sen of the United Front Department of the Regional Party Committee.
A fresh-faced man still in his vigorous forties, Xu had come to Tibet
in the PLA when it first entered in 1951. Like many of that first con-
tingent, he had become thoroughly at home in the language and among
the people. In his department, he worked in close co-ordination with
a vice-director, Lhaba,” a 36-year-old Tibetan ex-slave from Nyingchi
County.

“The united front,” Xu Hongsen explained, ‘“‘is a class policy of
the proletariat. You can call it a special form of class struggle. Its
function is not to repel but to attract — to rally all possible allies to
the revolution and isolate its diehard foes.

Two tendencies in such work would be erroneous. A Right-wing
deviation in united front work would forego leadership by the pro-
letarian party. It would obstruct the revolution from proceeding from
stage to stage, from democratic tasks to socialism and communism,
endangering our whole cause.

“A ‘Left’ deviation of the kind that denies the necessity for a
united front, or narrows it unduly, would also abandon leadership by
the Party and the working class. Without allies, whom would they
lead? Elements that can be enlisted in the revolution, or its separate
tasks, can instead be pushed into the enemy’s arms by ‘Leftist’ policies.
That would isolate not the enemy but outselves. Lin Biao who de-
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clared that the united front was ‘temporary’ and ‘outdated,’ took this
line.”

The Tibet Autonomous Region, Xu said, was able to steer a
relatively firm course in these matters (despite some disruption in the
stormy late 1960’s). This had been made possible because of constant
and detailed attention by Chairman Mao Zedong and Premier Zhou
Enlai. They, moreover, had blocked any wholesale “‘overthrow’ of the
seasoned and experienced leading bodies of the region. As I could
see for myself, the responsible personnel at several levels, were largely
the same in 1976 as on my previous visits in 1965 and even in 1955.

Just as the revolution had its stages, Xu continued, so had the
united front. In Tibet it had gone through three.

The first stage was the period from 1951, the peaceful liberation,
to 1959, the year of the serfowner revolt. The only criteria then were
anti-imperialism, patriotism toward the multinational People’s Repub-
lic of China and support for the 17-article Agreement on Measures for
the Peaceful Liberation of Tibet, which was also the general pro-
gramme of the region’s united front. Everyone who observed this
programme whether in the administration headed by the Dalai Lama
in Lhasa, or that of the Panchen Erdeni in Xigazé, or the ruling group
in Qamdo to the east, counted as a friend. The objectives were to
unite all patriotic forces, to isolate and strike at imperialism, and its
reactionary-separatist catspaws.

On my own previous visits, from as early as 1955, I had seen that
united front policy toward the old Tibetan ruling classes in action. It
was definitely not one of sharpening their old and numerous inner
conflicts for any “divide and rule” purpose. On the contrary, in the
1950’s, the Central People’s Government had done all it could to
mediate and reconcile the historic estrangements between the Dalai
and Panchen groups, and between the authorities in Lhasa and
Qamdo. It had also worked to reconcile ancient tribal and clan feuds
that divided the Tibetans living in Sichuan, Sikang, Qinghai and
Yunnan provinces, with such success that these vendettas virtually dis-
appeared within a few years.® Territorially, the Qamdo region, long
incorporated in the province of Sikang (no longer existent) was
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earmarked early for merging in the forthcoming Tibet Autonomous
Region (this was done in 1965).

But a single new line of demarcation was drawn sharply, re-
placing the tangled strife of the past. Enemies were the supporters
and agents of imperialism. Friends were those who, regardless of
class or of any previous ties, were willing to break with imperialism
and uphold the unity of nationalities in the People’s Republic of
China.

All united front work, though the upper strata were its objects,
was done in the service of the Tibetan working people, to secure theit
prospects of social advance and ultimate leadership over society. If
Tibet fell prey to imperialism, thete could be no such hope. To the
extent that the local rulers could be brought to give even verbal back-
ing to unity within the new China, forces of the revolution from the
rest of the country would be able to show, by their presence and con-
duct in Tibet, the possibility and promise of a new life. Thus, the
united front “at the top” did not hamper the Tibetan revolution. On
the contrary, it deepened and accelerated it, as was shown by the isola-
tion and suppression of the serfowner revolt after eight years of such
work. '

After 1959, said Xu Hongsen, the united front was no longer only
patriotic and anti-imperialist. It was a people’s democratic front,
directed against feudalism as well. For inclusion in its ranks, members
of the upper strata had to accept the democratic reform.

By contrast with those who had been diehard at all times, and
besides those who had taken themselves out of the united front when
it entered its second stage, there were other members of the upper
strata who proved capable of moving forward with the times.
Moreover, there were persons who had joined the rebellion but through
the continued united front efforts of the Party, even in the heat of
the military struggle and the stormy reforms that followed, had been
drawn back into the people’s ranks.

* * *

In 1976 we interviewed an eatly example, the aristocrat Tsemen
Sonam Bianju. He had owned four manors (two agricultural and two
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pastoral). In the Dalai Lama’s administration he had served as a
senior secretary in Lhasa and as local administrator in Yadong in the
south and Ngari in the west. At times, in some of these positions, he
had worked on good terms with the PLA and representatives of the
central authorities. Nonetheless, he had joined the rebellion.

In 1959, he had attended the meecting at the Norbu Lingka
Summer Palace that launched the revolt, and had signed the document
drawn up there. The rebels had appointed him commandant of the
Jokhang Temple, one of their most important strongholds militarily
and symbolically. There he had fought against the PLA for two days
and nights, holding on even after the Potala and Norbu Lingka
capitulated. Afterwards he had fled — all the way to Nepal.

Within six months, however, he was back in Lhasa.

The complex and instructive story of his flight, as Tsemen related
it, reflected the intricate inter-relations of the Tibetan aristocracy, lay
and clerical. After slipping out of Lhasa, he had headed for pastoral
northern Tibet to cover his real destination, then doubled back south
to a lamasery at Phampo (near the present state farm) where the
resident Living Buddha was his cousin. Together, they headed, mak-
ing wide circles to avoid the PLA, for Nepal. There the Living
Buddha’s sister had married the Lo Gyalpo, a prince in an ethnically
‘Tibetan area. On this complex odyssey, they had spent forty days in
the saddle, covering over a thousand kilometres of hard country.

How did he come to return? Tsemen told us:

“At first I thought I couldn’t go home again, that to do so would
mean sure death. But soon my mother, wife and children in Lhasa,
sent a servant to say that they were all right and I would be, too, if
I came back. I loved and missed my family. But I was still afraid, so
I sent back word that I would wait to decide. When I was already
in Nepal, the servant came again, bringing a Military Control Com-
mission pass to ensure my safe travel. Though still with some mis-
givings, I made up my mind and went home.

“Received in Lhasa by the PLA’s Military Control Commission,
I told them straight out what I had done during and after the revolt.
‘They didn’t pressure or denounce me. Instead, they explained the
policy toward all rebels who voluntarily returned — not to arrest
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them, kill them, or hold mass meetings to condemn them, and not to
label them as ‘reactionary’. What happened to me then and afterwards
showed this to be true. My family was happy. So was L.

“I was put on the Lhasa Committee of the People’s Political
Consultative Conference, with a salary and full participation in its
meetings and studies. My everyday job was in an office for the com-
pilation of Tibetan historical documents, at first as a staff member,
then with rank of adviser. I had always liked reading, particularly
history, and understand the old texts. My new work suited my abili-
ties and tastes.”

What was his family doing?

“Tsering Dorje, my eldest son, is 26. After finishing middle
school he worked in a veterinary station, then was sent to the Gansu
Provincial Agricultural College, where he specialized in pastures. My
second, Sonam Tseden, now 24, went to the Tibet Nationalities’ In-
stitute branch college at Nyingchi; he works in construction. Two
younger sons and a daughter are still in school.

“The policy that was applied to me will also apply to anyone
who returns today, or does afterwards, however late. Abroad, many
Tibetans don’t know this, or doubt it, or still believe the contrary.
Even so, I'm sure, they long for our own snow mountains and green
valleys, our climate and our habits. This is home, after all. Many
of them are in India. Hot and humid, physically it’s no place for a
Tibetan, and it’s hard to earn a living. I know a lot of those people.
Some were active rebels. Some weren’t. Both would do well to come

back.”

* * *

Of the upper strata personages, many had remained in Tibet by
choice, from the start. The highest placed in the old society was
Namdon Kunga Wangchuk, of ducal rank and nephew of the Thir-
teenth Dalai. Namdon was a silon, or regent in the local government,
and his official rank-grade was higher than Ngapo’s. Others at
various levels include a dzasa, or a high official under the Panchen
Erdeni, some Living Buddhas from major lamaseries such as Drepung
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and Tashi Lhumpo and a regimental commander in the old Tibetan
army.’

There were also notable later returns from abroad.

Dorje Phagmo, Tibet’s only female Living Buddha and abbess
of the famous Samding Temple on the shores of Yamdrok Lake, came
back to Lhasa from Pakistan by way of Switzerland. Still a child when
the People’s Liberation Army first entered Tibet, she was influenced
by the new life, and became homesick soon after she left. Now hardly
out of her thirties, she too is a CPPCC vice-chairman in Tibet.

Pangta Yampel, senior member of one of Tibet’s most important
merchant families, the house of Pangta Chang, came back in 1963 after
writing to Premier Zhou Enlai. Then over 70, he was made vice-
chairman of the Tibet Committee of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference (CPPCC) and remained so till his death.

Still another group were highly placed and active rebels who
were imprisoned, changed during confinement, and were successively
freed, with full citizenship rights. From having been enemies outside
the scope of the united front, they were made into friends within it.

Thupten Thanthar, formerly a secretary of the Dalai, was one of
the original signatories of the 17-article Agreement. Later he violated
it by rebelling. Nonetheless, he was released in 1963 and given work
and position.® In 1978, Thupten Thanthar was elected one of Tibet’s
deputies to the National People’s Congress in Beijing.

Also released and brought into the ranks of people’s unity was
Lhalu Tsewang Dorje, a major rebel manorial lord, who in 1950 had
headed a “trade mission” (really a quest for foreign backing of the
serfowners’ separatist schemes) to several Western countries. He was
amnestied in 1965, removed from the classification of counter-revolu-
tionary with its attendant curtailment of civic rights in 1977, and
elected to the regional CPPCC in 1978.

Still others, mainly shunted aside or under attack during the
cultural revolution, were restored or newly elected to this united
front body at the same time. They included Tsuiko Dondrub Tsering,
mayor of Lhasa under the Dalai Lama. Disabilities were also re-
moved from Sampo Tsewang Rendzin, a former vice-commander of
the old Tibetan army and Pangta Dorje, a big merchant and prominent
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figure in the Khamba rebellion which preceded that of the Lhasa
regime,

In 1979, Thupten Thanthar was one of the five vice-chairmen of
the CPPCC in Tibet. Several other ex-nobles including Tsuiko, and
high clerics of both the Yellow and Red Sects of Lamaism, were
elected to its standing committee. So were Habib, the Imam of the
Lhasa Mosque, angd upper strata figures of smaller nationalities within
Tibet.

In July 1980, a meeting was held in Lhasa to posthumously re-
habilitate and honour three persons prominent in the united front until
1964 when they were, as it was now declared, wronged due to
the influence of the ‘Left’ line. All had died of illness in the late
1970’s. Two had been the Panchen Erdeni’s close associates: Gyadong
Jijigme, former director of the Panchen Kampo Lija, the traditional
clerical-lay administration of the Xigazé area, and Nguchu Losang
Choipel, the Panchen’s scriptural teacher. The third was Tongyal
Sonam Dorje, once a standing committee member of the CPPCC.
Weight was lent to the meeting by the presence of Yang Jingren,
China’s Minister of Nationalities Affairs and Yin Fatang, head of
the Tibet Regional Committee of the Chinese Communist Party. Pre-
siding at it was Pebala Cholie Namgyal, vice-chairman of the
Autonomous Region Government. Zhen Ying, head of united front
work in Tibet, delivered a speech citing the three as patriots who had
contributed to the peaceful liberation of Tibet and its socialist con-
struction.

The Panchen Erdeni himself, since returning to public life in 1978,
had moved from membership of the Standing Committee of the Chi-
nese People’s Political Consultative Conference to its vice-chairman-
ship, and then to vice-chairmanship of the National People’s Congress,
China’s highest organ of state power.

He also became honorary president of the Chinese Buddhist As-
sociation. In late 1980 and eatly 1981, in both his governmental and
clerical capacities, he toured extensively the Tibetan-populated areas
of Gansu and Qinghai provinces and was preparing to go to those in
Sichuan. On his journeys, he heard reports from the provincial
authorities and visited temples and monasteries. His statements, as
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reported by Xinhua, urged all-round implementation of the Communist
Party’s policies on matters of nationality and religion (departures from
which the cultural revolution he criticized). Equality among China’s
nationalities, and first of all political equality, he said, was the basis
on which their unity rested. “China is the motherland of all our
nationalities”’, he said. “Unity is strength. Five fingers clenched are
stronger than any one finger.”

Previously the Panchen Erdeni had visited Chengde (Jehol), some
distance north of Beijing, once the summer residence of China’s em-
perors, where he led prayers at a temple, modelled on the Tashi
Lhumpo lamasery in Xigazé. This temple had been erected in 1780
by the emperor Qianlong to commemorate the sojourn at his court
of the Sixth Panchen Erdeni. In was one of the many landmarks in
other parts of China’s nationalities in past centuries. In Beijing itself,
with similar significance for Tibet, is an earlier one, the Huangsi
(Yellow Temple), built in 1651 to mark the visit of allegiance of the
Fifth Dalai Lama to the founding emperor of the Qing Dynasty, Shun-
zhi.

* * *

“The aim of our united front is not only to mobilize all active
forces, and isolate diehard enemies, but also to change negative or
hostile elements, past or present, into positive ones,” we wete told in
Lhasa.

“The serfowner class is the target — it is being eliminated. But
do we want to wipe out its individual members? On the contrary,
we try to win them to the unity of the People’s Republic of China
and of all its nationalities and to the work of socialist revolution and
construction. We hope they can make contributions to the people. If
any of them backslide, or engage in wrecking, the basis of unity is lost
and we have to struggle. Even then, we do our utmost to win them
back. To combine unity and struggle, to create a new basis for unity
through struggle, is good for the consolidation of the proletarian dicta-
torship.”

Party organizations at every level in Tibet were doing such work.
The secretaries of the Regional Party Committee met personally with
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the upper-strata figures. Many reports and political documents were
open to them. They were given the opportunity to see things for them-
selves in Tibet and the rest of China. They were busy in many fields.

Tibet’s archives include literally millions of papers civil and re-
ligious. The new atmosphere since the downfall of the ““gang of four”
has led to the expansion and acceleration of their study and use. A
historical work reported in 1979 as being prepared for publication, was
a political biography of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama (1876-1933), based
on both archive material and the memories of contemporaries. Cover-
ing many crucial events and situations of the first third of our century,
it should cast much new light on matters domestic and international.
The compiler until his death was Namdon Gunga Wangchuk, a
nephew of the Thirteenth Dalai. The latter had trained him for the
post of silon (local prime minister) of Tibet, which Namdon had in
fact held from 1926 to 1934.

* * *

In the general sphere of adjusting class relations in Tibet, the
united front department in 1978 ordered the rapid completion of all
redemption payments still due to non-rebel ex-serfowners, whose
feudal estates had been bought out, not confiscated outright as in the
case of the rebels. The policy, laid down in 1959, had been to defray
the purchase price by instalments over a number of years, on the same
principle as the buying out of the industrial and commercial property
of China’s national capitalists. However, from 1967 on, in one of the
distortions of the cultural revolution, such payments were discontinued
all over the country. In Tibet, the balance due was about 7.7 million
yuan, accruing to about 2,300 persons. Apart from monetary value,
the reimbursement represented the kept promise of the working people
and the socialist state to former exploiters who had observed their
own undertaking not to oppose the revolution. In terms of class, the
completion of payments terminated the status of the recipients as
exploiters.

What about the children of persons from the upper strata? Some
are attending universities. Some are cadres, teachers or workers.
These young people have for some years not been classified as belong-
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ing to the old ruling classes. Nor are they within the purview of
united front work. Once they enter the work of society, they are on
a par with other working people. It’s not what their families were
but who they are themselves that decides.

* * *

The united front is open to all. As long ago as April 20, 1977,
Ngapo Ngawang Jigme, speaking as Vice-Chairman of the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress of China, said in an
interview with a group of Japanese editors who had visited Tibet:

With regard to the Dalai Lama who escaped abroad during
the 1959 rebellion and those who escaped with him, our Party’s
consistent policy is: All patriots are welcome, whether they come
forward early or late. So long as they sincerely return to the
embrace of the motherland and stand on the side of the people,
the government and people will certainly make appropriate
arrangements for their well-being.!!

In 1978 and 1979 came many other invitations to the Dalai Lama
to return. They came from Beijing and from Tibet. They were voiced
by the former poor and oppressed who had risen to directing posts in
the region like Tian Bao, Pasang, and by high clerics and others in
the united front like the Panchen and Pebala.!? He could come to
stay if he wished, they said, or to visit, travel and decide afterwards
if he wanted to remain or go back abroad.

The Dalai Lama himself has repeatedly indicated in recent years
that he would not only return but abandon separatism if he was con-
vinced that the people were “happy”’. On this point the Panchen
Erdeni responded in December 1978: “‘I can assure you that the Tibet-
an people are...scores of times happier than in the old society.”!3

Some of the statements from Beijing and Lhasa also referred to
difficulties made for the united front, under the influence of the “gang
of four”, and in particular its curtailments of constitutionally
guaranteed religious freedoms. Such abuses, they said, would not
recur.

The Dalai Lama, so far as can be judged from his own words
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and acts, is feeling many pulls and considering various options. This
reflects many changes in the objective situation. First, there are the
firm new realities in Tibet. Second, there is ferment in the ranks
of Tibetans abroad (for and against returning to their now socialist
homeland). Third, the international environment is changing (with
the improved relations of the People’s Republic of China with the
U.S.A., India and Britain, former backers of Tibetan separatism are
no longer doing business at the old stand, or at any rate in the same
way).

Throughout 1979-81, the self-exiled prelate continued to say, in
essence, two things — yes, he was thinking of returning at some not
necessarily distant time; but no, that time was not yet.

During that period, with his consent, Tibetans from the exile
camp made at least three group journeys in 1978-80, besides which a
number came as individuals, including two politically active brothers
of the Dalai Lama — Gyalo Thondup and Thupten Norbu. They
travelled to Tibet, to Tibetan areas in other provinces, and to Bei-
jing. Their visits included not only much general observation but con-
tacts with relatives and friends, down-to-earth discussion with leading
personnel.

In other words, there is now contact with Tibetans abroad —
which involves both moves toward unity and struggles along the way.

But separatist manoeuvres still go on in old and new forms and
some of the latter seem to draw on new sources. Such was the forma-
tion of a “Tibetan Communist Party” based abroad and promptly
recognized by the kashag in exile.

In 1979, the Dalai Lama, who had said previously that Soviet
emissaries had been contacting him for a decade, travelled to an
“Asian Buddhist Conference for Peace” convened in Ulan Bator, in
the Mongolian People’s Republic, and thereafter to the USS.R. A
major Indian newspaper, The Hindu of Madras, commented on May
50 that this showed Moscow’s determination to prevent him from re-
turning to China, and continued:

The Soviet attempt to exploit the Dalai Lama and involve
him in its quarrel with China is considered a potentially
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dangerous development in the sense that Moscow will not
hesitate to take up the question of the status of Xinjiang and
Tibet and encourage dissidence in these outer regions in the
event of a wider confrontation with China.

This could have been a description of the imperialist policies of
Czarist Russia (and of Britain and later the U.S.A.) earlier in the
century — all of which, be it noted, had been condemned in their
time by Lenin and by the Soviet Union, so long as it preserved Lenin’s
spirit.

And, also in 1979, came a confirmatory propaganda barrage from
Moscow itself. Its most piquant example was a book entitled The
Coming Collapse of the Chinese Empire, by Victor Louis, a Soviet
journalist with reputed KGB links. It called explicitly for “a break-up
of China along lines of nationality’’. (For other examples of this motif
see Appendix III, pp. 516-520.)

In such world circumstances, the importance of the united front
for Tibet’s progress and for the sovereignty and integrity of multina-
tional China stands out even more boldly. Clear too is the fact that
both internally and internationally, despite the appearance of new
instigators, the tide is running against Tibetan separatism. First, this
separatism has never appeared in modern times outside the context
of imperialist expansion and efforts to divide up China. Second, its
new eggers-on and backers have appeared when the governments
hitherto foremost in the game have already found — albeit sometimes
voluntarily and not without backsliding — that it does not pay. So,
ultimately, will their belated imitators.

The united front, on the contrary, is solidly and realistically
grounded. With the further progress in Tibet’s advance and renewal,
as part of all China’s it is bound to grow and consolidate. Complex-
ities and obstacles still beset its path. But already it has a broader
base, is more many-sided and successful than ever before.

Many Tibetans now living abroad will undoubtedly return (the
number of those doing so is growing). Many others, though continu-
ing to live outside, are already visiting, not only in reported groups
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but individually, to see their families (recent travellers have encoun-
tered them in shops, on public buses and so on). They can be expected
to form closer ties with their homeland as it moves forward, whether
they choose to stay or not.

While the Dalai Lama continues to ponder his future course,
the invitation to him continues open. In the spring of 1982, when this
book was going to press, it was again reiterated by Tibet Regional
Party Secretary Yin Fatang.

Given the continuance of sound policies, separatism is bound to
fade and unity to prevail. This is the tide of history, conforming to
the interests of the Tibetans, as of all the other peoples of China. It
conforms, also, to the interests of neighbouring countries. For so long
as Tibet is a target of any superpower intrigue, they themselves run
the peril of being used as stepping-stones and catspaws.



CHAPTER 18

NACHI: KHAMBA SERF TEACHER
TO LHASA ARISTOCRATS

I came to meet Nachi through Anna Louise Strong. In 1959 when
the veteran American writer first interviewed her she was a student
in the Institute for Nationalities in Beijing, returning with others to
Tibet to take part in the great transformation that followed the
suppression of the serfowners’ revolt. Visiting Lhasa some months
later, Strong saw Nachi again. The young woman was working — an
unheard of thing for her sex — in Jokhang Temple, the most revered
in the land, helping the poor lamas there take over from the rebel
higher clergy and organize their own democratic administration, Six
years later in 1965, Anna Louise Strong urged me in Beijing: “If you
can find Nachi in Lhasa be sure and look her up. Give her my re-
gards, and find out what she has been doing since we last met.”

I did, and I am glad, for it led me to another previously unimag-
inable but dialectically logical feature of Tibet transformed, the serfs,
now the leading class, helping former aristocrats to find their place in
the new life that belongs to the people.

Nachi’s eatlier story can be read in Miss Strong’s books,! but I
shall recapitulate it briefly here. Born a serf in Batang, Sichuan Prov-
ince, she is a “Khamba” (eastern Tibetan). U.S. and British news-
papers have long made the very word “Khamba” synonymous with
“rebel”, but that is partly ignorance and mostly mendacity. For in
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fact, the Khambas were the first Tibetans to experience democratic
reform, as well as attempted counter-revolution by the feudal lords
and those they could drag with them. Khamba faced Khamba in
complex class struggle and Khambas were trained as revolutionary
cadres before other Tibetans. Nachi is an example.

The Lhasa area did not have local Communist Party organiza-
tions until 1959, after the end of serfdom. In Batang there were
Tibetan Communists a decade earlier. They headed the people in driv-
ing out Kuomintang officials, and set up their own local administra-
tion. In 1950, when the PLA arrived, young Khambas joined it as
fighters and auxiliaries. Nachi, at 18, began helping in a military hos-
pital. She accompanied the PLA to the Qamdo battle in 1950 and on
to Lhasa the next year. When Anna Louise Strong asked her if the
march was not too tough for a girl so young, she replied: “When I
was ten I had to carry my mistress on my back. No work the army
gave me was as hard as that.”

On that march she learned by expertence the new brotherhood
of China’s nationalities. ‘“When we camped in a swampy place and
there was a small dry place,” she said, ‘“‘the Han fighters gave the dry
place to their Tibetan helpers and themselves slept in the damp places.
When it was a steep, rocky place and there was a small flat place,
they gave the small flat place to us. I had never had even imagined
people like that.”

By the time she arrived in Lhasa, this ex-serf girl no longer took
feudal oppression for granted. Her reaction to its horrors was in-
dignant, beginning to be that of a revolutionary. “I saw old and sick
people lying on the steps of the Potala Palace, begging food from
passers-by,”” she recalled. “I saw packs of homeless dogs hunting food
by day and night in the streets. At night, these old sick people would
grasp a mangy dog and hold it to their bodies to keep them warm.
But a noble would come into the streets in fine silks and furs and
with many servants, one to carry his teapot and others to carry the
other things he wanted. So I began to understand that the great misery
of the people came from this class outrage, that a few nobles had
everything while the people could not even stay alive.”

Later, Nachi was sent to study in Beijing. After the rebellion
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she returned, as she put it, “to work for Tibet’s rebirth.” The United
Front Department of the Working Committee of the Chinese Com-
munist Party in Tibet directed her to the Jokhang Temple.

“I was a little afraid at first,”” said Nachi, “for from childhood
I had had an uncanny feeling about lamas and monasteries. Long ago
I had believed that lamas were holy and had special powers. Now
I myself was assigned to help lead these lamas out of dark oppression.
But the second day . . . I was no longer afraid. I saw that the poor
lamas had suffered very much like other poor people. They had had
to work like slaves for the upper lamas. . . . They were flogged and
tortured like serfs. Their life was no better than mine had been long
ago when I ran away.”

She worked for months among these monkish masses, those who
had been inveigled into the rebellion and those who had not. She
helped them to ““speak out their bitterness’ and to organize a democrat-
ic administration for their temple. She explained to them the new,
strange words “‘freedom of person,” and that they could stay in the
monastic life or, if they wished, leave it. Some did so, going back to
agriculture or becoming workers or school teachers. Not a few
married and began to raise families.

- The last thing Nachi said to Anna Louise Strong in 1959 was
that, after her assignment in the Jokhang, she hoped to work among
the ex-serfs in the division of the serfowners’ land. But it was not
to be. On the Party’s instructions, she continued in united front work,
which she has done ever since.

In the intervening years, she had married and had three children.
When I met het, she was no longer the excited student but a mature,
young woman nearing thirty, intelligent and articulate.

* * *

After leaving the Jokhang, Nachi told me in 1965, she was made
an organizer of studies for ‘“upper strata friends”, meaning nobles who
had not joined the revolt.

“How did you feel about that?” T asked.

“At first I felt awful,” she said. ‘“They were exploiters and I
wanted to be with our labouring people. But the Party explained why
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the work was important. On the one hand, in the past, these nobles
had done with us as they liked, just like thosc who had rebelled. But
it was also a fact that they had not taken up arms and were not among
those actively resisting reform. So now our duty was to bring them
further along this other road, to help them alter and get rid
of their exploiting habits, to help them to fit in with the people. I
learned then that I must not be guided only by elemental class hatred
but by our class task of transforming the world. That includes trans-
forming human beings.

“Once people like me had been forbidden to look at these
aristocrats. We had had to bow to them and obey their every whim.
Now we were at the helm. If not for the Party and Chairman Mao
would it be possible for me to lead them in study? I came to look
on it as an honourable duty. I'm a Party member. We Communists
understand class. We know it is difficult for such people to change
their outlook, and to understand our Party’s ideas and policies. To
move them forward, I would need to study a great deal. Our Party
teaches, ‘In order to remould others, one must first remould oneself.’

“As you can imagine, it was hard for me, with so little education.
Once, in studying current world events, some nobles began to talk of
happenings and names I had no idea of. That right, I went home
with a stone in my heart. ‘I’'m not equipped for this. Send me to
other work,” I asked my department head. He said that I understood
Party policies and the revolution, which was the key thing. The rest
was a matter of information, which I could get by doing more reading,
equipping myself as I went along.

“My mind cleared. This was a battle, too, to be met, not run
away from. Of course, we ex-serfs, so long kept illiterate, could
not be expected to know everything in the world right off. But we
could learn. More, we had to learn, if we, the people, were to run
Tibet. When some nobles in my study group tried to stump me with
hard questions, I knew they were thinking, ‘Now let’s see if you beg-
gars, who now try to be masters, really know anything?’ Well, I
thought, let’s see about that. You try to mock us but you can’t.
In the long run, there’s nothing the working people can’t learn.

“Our united front work is a class struggle of a special kind,
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after our victory. It’s easier than when the serfowners had power of
life and death over us. But also it is more complex. We describe
as friends the aristocrats who are law-abiding. While they remain
so, we Communists must explain our principles and measures to them,
and help them to see the future. Are they sincere? Not all. Not always.
Often there is one thing on their lips and something different in their
hearts and minds. But facts are strong things, after all. Facts per-
suade. At first, for example, few of them believed we would really
differentiate between rebels and non-rebels. But gradually they came
to see that we meant it. Whoever did not obstruct and was willing to
do beneficial work got good treatment, politically and economically.
They knew this was generous. They knew what they had done to
us in the past. By degrees, many of them came closer to the Party.

“Most of the upper-strata people in my groups we classify as
patriotic. They show happiness at the emergence of Tibet from its
old backwardness. Before, they cared only for themselves and their
own position. Now they know something of the harm that did to our
nationality. The new progress amazes them. Some say, “Who would
ever believe Lhasa could change so fast? The kasbag never repaired
a single house. Even its own council rooms in the Jokhang were
dark and smelly. They are shaken in their old idea that only they,
the five per cent, the masters, have any ability. Now they see ex-
serf cadres doing all sorts of jobs well, ex-serf actors and singers, all
sorts of able people among those who were treated like cattle before
1959. So many of them are saying, ‘What the Communists say they’ll
do, they actually do.” They’re beginning to understand that history
won’t turn back. Of course, there are a few who shut their eyes
and ears completely, and will be reconciled to the defeat of their rule.
But most are beginning to trust the Party. In general, their everyday
life is no worse than before. For some it is better. Some upper-
strata youth, in particular, have acquired progressive attitudes and
ideas.”

* * *

“What changes in Tibet impressed you, yourself, most in these
years?”’ I asked Nachi.
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For a moment she thought, then flushed as she said, “This year’s
elections.? At a meeting in our own ward in Lhasa, I got gooseflesh
from excitement. Looking at the working people turning out in their
best clothes, I suddenly recalled those scenes in the city when I first
came. No decent clothes. No food fit for human beings. No rights
even over their own bodies. Now they were choosing their own
representatives. Ex-serfs and people of other classes, everyone had
the vote, everyone except those guilty of counter-revolutionary acts.

“That was the most moving thing. Another was the 1962 meeting
of the Autonomous Region People’s Consultative Council — seeing
the many poor sitting with the few ex-nobles. Delegate after delegate
got up to say, ‘I never dreamed of coming to Lhasa, never dreamed of
sitting on such fine rugs, never dreamed of having my views heard on
the future of all Tibet.’

“And the third thing, the construction. You've been to our big
new Lhasa Department Store, seen all the people buying. There
used to be nothing but stinking pools where it now stands, with beg-
gars lying by them. It takes an effort, now, to remember what it
was like. When I first went to the store I took along an old woman
from my home town, Batang. She said to me, ‘You remember, Nachi,
when you came to Lhasa straight from school and we were still half-
starved and you said, ‘Just wait, there’ll be buses, and shops and
roads here and all for us.” Then I laughed at you and asked, ‘Are
you a fairy, or what, that you can see the future?’ Well, now I know.
You young folk are fairies.’

““That old woman also talked about the way the city is run — the
cleaniness and the social order. ‘The kashag with its whips and sticks
couldn’t keep order in Lhasa,’” she said. ‘There were crimes every day.
Now you manage without whips or sticks, it’s a marvel.’

“In villages around the city,” Nachi went on, “the people are
predicting, ‘There’ll be another bumper crop this year.” This summer
there was hail, and we cadres were very worried. But the peasants
said to us, ‘No hail can get us down now.” They have become more
confident than we. We cadres must learn from them.”

“How does what happened since 1959 compare with what you
expected when you left the Institute?”
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“I had studied a bit, but did not have enough experience of
struggle. Hearing of the rebellion when we were still in Beijing, we
students were furious. Our idea was to rush back to Tibet, liberate
it fully, and put it on the socialist road just like the rest of China in
no time at all. When we came, the power was already in the people’s.
hands, but there were concrete problems such as we hadn’t imagined.
The first thing was grain. There wasn’t enough in Tibet. Even
today, all grain eaten in the army and offices comes from inland —
which means the other nationalities grow it for us. To catch up with
the interior isn’t so easy, there’s much hard work to be done. But
once the proper base is laid, things move fast, as I've told you. From
now on, they’ll move even more quickly.

“When I tell my three children that my own mother carried me
naked next to her skin under her rags, they can hardly understand.
I look at them and think ‘How could I have brought you up in the
old society. Probably I would not have been in this world at all,
but dead of disease or under the serfowner’s whip. Now we have
good food and clothes. We have clean surroundings. We have the
Party which means we’ll never stop going forward.

“I often sing at work. People say to me, ‘You're a mother of
three, not a youngster, what’s got into you?’ But I remember the time
when, even if I had thought of singing, it wouldn’t have come out of
my mouth. So I sing.”

This conversation took place in 1905.



INDUSTRY AND WORKERS



CHAPTER 19

INDUSTRY — FROM NONE
TO SOCIALIST

Tibet when liberated in 1951 had no machine industry, no working
class. The only semblance of a factory was the Dalai’s mint which
struck silver and copper coins by hand-hammering on dies and had
local government serfs as workers. A tiny electric light plant of
100 kws. or so, built by the British and serving only the aristocracy,
was in disrepair; its serf electrician, I was told later by his son, was in
jail for failure to fix it. Such was the profile of old Tibet’s industrial
and, more especially, social backwardness.

The social lag was responsible for the industrial. Handicraft
skills, including metalwork, had existed from ancient times in Tibet.
But blacksmiths were at the lowest level of society, social outcasts
even among the serfs. Minerals were plentiful. But to dig deep
for them was forbidden as “‘sacrilege” against the earth. The wheel,
in old Tibet, was not used in transport. Yet prayer wheels, some
twirled or pushed by hand, were so ingeniously made and well balanc-
ed that a mild shove would turn a half-ton monster. Some in fact
were moved by water power. But the only lay application of water
power was to turn grain mills, owned by manorial lords who charged
heavily for their use.

Striking indeed were the changes since then. From prayer
wheels to electric generator-and-motor sets made in Tibet. From
dried yak-dung as the main fuel to coal-mining, test drilling for oil
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and initial use of geothermal and solar power. From handicrafted
metal to the manufacture of farm machinery. From home spinning
and weaving to factory production of woollen fabrics. From scraping
hides by hand and trampling them barefoot in the tanning bath to
machine-processed leather and products. From paper made manual-
ly one sheet at a time to factories turning out giant rolls. From page-
by-page printing of religious texts with inked woodblocks and hand
rollers to rotary presses producing millions of newspapers and books
mostly in Tibetan, each year. But the change that underlies all else
is that of social relations in production. Scattered handicraftsmen
working as serfs and slaves under feudalism have been succeeded not
only by free artisans mainly grouped in co-operatives but also by a
small but growing new working class, the vanguard of socialist society,
growingly engaged in mechanized or semi-mechanized industry.

* * *

In 1955, when I first went to Tibet, two of the great arterial high-
ways stretching for thousands of kilometres from the interior of China
were already completed. Motor transport had begun. But the in-
dustrial picture, like the social, remained largely unchanged. Lhasa’s
derelict old power station, though patched up, still had a generating
capacity of only 125 kilowatts. Of new factories, so far as I remember,
there were only two. The Dalai Lama, at his own request, had been
presented with a small rug workshop using simple equipment made
by People’s Liberation Army mechanics. And the new four-page
tabloid Brief News, Tibet’s first newspaper, was running 3,000 copies
per issue off a flat press, one of the first machines brought in by road.

China’s central government, with Premier Zhou Enlai directly
supervising, was studying how to advance productive techniques in
Tibet. A small survey group of planners, engineers and technicians
was looking into the region’s hydraulic and geological resources. It
was proposing, for a start, three new enterprises — a small hydroelec-
tric plant to power small industries, a leather factory to process hides
and a small iron works for hand farm tools — with only 500 workers
in all. But even to such a tiny plan the social obstacles were formida-
ble. Apart from the “untouchability” of blacksmiths and tanners
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and the taboos against mining, the consent of the feudal local
authorities had to be obtained for each undertaking, its location, and
the recruitment of labour. On the new power station site at Dodi
there were ten watermills operated by nobles who had to be per-
suaded and paid off. On the way were many cairns held to be sacred,
around which access roads had to detour. For every project, the
local government would appoint its own officials-in-charge. Only they
were allowed to find Tibetan workers and to administer them, except
in purely technical matters.

Wages, in themselves innovative in Tibet, were paid by the
Central People’s Government. On this, the latter had to insist. The
local regime wanted the labour to be taken as feudal service to avoid
any crack in the existing class relations. But even with wages the
workers were still serfs in personal status. They could retain little
of their pay. Most of it would end up in the hands of their masters
and the officials.

Only after the democratic reform of 1959, which smashed the
feudal shackles on both technology and people, did things really begin
to move.

Subsequent growth can be seen from the tables that follow. It
compares the situations in 1958, the last year before the democratic
reform, 1965, the last year of the democratic revolution, and 1975-76,
eatly in the socialist phase.

By 1977, industry accounted for 27 per cent of the total output
(reckoned in money value) of agricultural, pastoral and industrial
products in Tibet. The figure for the working class in Tibet was given
as 74,642, of whom 36,745 were Tibetans or members of smaller na-
tionalities within the region (by 1978, according to a trade union re-
port, their number had risen to some 40,000). It did not include
commune members working temporarily on construction sites and
earning work-points instead of wages.

Before the democratic revolution new factories were manned
mainly by Han workers brought from the interior, who were not sub-
ject to feudal control. As a result of the democratic revolution after
1959, Tibetan workers multiplied. And in the following decade their
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FACTORIES AND FACTORY WORKERS IN TIBET*

Year Factories All Workers  Tibetan Workers
1958 ' 23 4,050 600
1965 67 7,000 3,100
1975 250 21,000 11,000
1976 265 —_ —

% increase in

democratic

reform years:

1959-65 105 70 675

% increase in

socialist

construction years:

1965-76 207 200 275

* Workers here are only those in factories and mines. In 1975-76 there were
as many again in transport (including highway construction, repair and maintenance
as well as driving) and still others in power-station construction, geological survey-
ing, non-agricultural co-operatives, etc.

PERCENTAGE OF INDUSTRY IN TOTAL OUTPUT
(BY VALUE) OF TIBET'S ECONOMY

Year Increase
1958 8
1965 22
1976 25

number grew almost twice as fast as that of the Han labour force,
which also increased substantially. Some larger factories, in branches
of industry totally new for Tibet, were brought in bodily from Shanghai
and elsewhere. In these, the proportion of Hans was at first high,
but it dropped gradually as Tibetans were trained.

Initial growth in the variety of Tibet’s industrial products is
shown by the list below (italics indicate items already produced in
1965).
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PRODUCTION GOODS CONSUMER GOODS
Electric power Leatherware (machine made)
Coal Carpets and rugs
Cement Printed books
Processed timber Machinc-made woollen cloth
Small farm implements Knitting wool
Truck parts Miik products (factory-processed)
Steel ploughs Paper
Threshers, winnowers, etc. Ceramics (machine-made)
Tractor parts Medicinal drugs
Walking tractors Electric batteries
Generators and clectric motors Matches
Electric sheep shears Soap
Chemical fertilizers Beet sugar
Insecticide (666) Processed foods
Hunting guns Glass containers

The list is still short. But for Tibet, where nothing at all was
being made by machine before the middle 1950’s, it represents a
qualitative change. In size, all enterprises now operating in Tibet
are still moderate. The largest has some 1,500 workers. Several have
around 500, and the others less. Plants and mines requiring heavy
equipment and bulk transport will only develop following the building
of a trunk railway into the region.

In funding, Tibet's new industry is a virtual gift to its people,
through the central government, from the people of the rest of the
country. Among the factories we saw in 1976, only a handful were
already returning profits to the state.

For consumers, all industrial products in Tibet, whether made
locally or moved in, were kept low in price. For electric power, the
charge to agricultural units was five fern (about three U.S. cents) per
kilowatt hour, to industry seven fen, and to urban households 15 fen,
all less than elsewhere in China.! Agricultural machines were supplied
to communes and teams at about half their cost of production, and
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sometimes as an outright gift. Consumer goods made outside the
region retailed at the same price as in Beijing. The cost of transport
over thousands of kilometres by road or air, as well as of any damage
en route, was shouldered by the state.

The goal, however, was self-support, as already achieved else-
where in China.

The priorities in industrial development, in 1976, were: electric-
power, coal and other fuels, making and repairing machines for agri-
culture, construction materials and of course transport.

* * *

Tibet has its own ‘“‘energy crisis” to solve. Industries can’t run
on yak-dung or juniper bushes, the old local fuels. But there is water
power potential in virtually every valley, in rivers or mountain streams.
And, once highways were built, turbines could be brought in, though
not large ones.

In 1956, the 660-kw. Dodi Power Station was started in Lhasa,
mainly for lighting. Two years later, at Ngachen outside the city,
another was begun, of 7,300-kw. designed capacity, mainly to help
industry. But the local regime, though feigning consent, obstructed
the effort. Only after the suppression of the 1959 rebellion did the
construction, including a fair-sized dam to create a fall in the Lhasa
river, really go forward. In April 1960, two of the six scheduled turbo-
generators began work. It was a political as well as an economic
victory. Premier Zhou Enlai sent special congratulations from abroad
where he was on tour.

The pioneer stations also trained Tibetan workers and technicians
from the ranks of former serfs, slaves and young lamas. By 1976
Dodi was headed by the Tibetan woman ex-slave, Drolma Yangdzom
(whom I met as a newly-trained technician in 1965) and the bigger
Ngachen Power Station by another, Tsuijin Ching.

By 1976, too, state-run electric power stations with a combined
generating capacity of 25,000 kilowatts were operating at Lhasa,
Xigazé, Loka, Nyingchi and other places. (By late 1982 these and
newer ones on tributaries of the Yarlung Zangbo had a combined
capacity of 36,200 kw.) Many factories were generating their own
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power. Forty-four of the counties had their own more modest plants.
Very small ones, run by communes and production teams, were far
more numerous.

The latter are of inestimable importance, not only for production
but culturally. By day they provide power for threshers, winnowers,
fodder crushers and other farm machines. By night they give light
for home use, meetings and reading rooms, political, literacy and
technical classes and amateur dramatics. They also make possible
local broadcasting, rediffusion, and film showings by visiting projec-
tion teams. For Tibet’s rural life, these are profound transforma-
tions.

By the end of 1978 there were 500 such mini-power stations in
the region, and by mid-1981 about goo with more rapidly going up.
They, together with larger ones, were supplying current to about 1,300
work teams (in Tibet the work team is the unit immediately below
the commune), about a seventh of the regional total. Altogether,
more than twice as much electricity was being generated in Tibet as
in 1976, with new increases projected. The village-level “smalls”
added about 10,000 kilowatts of capacity to the larger ones in county
and prefectural towns, as well as in Lhasa. In 1981, the generating
capacity of hydropower stations in the region was 76,900 kilowatts
(as compared with some 10,000 in 1965) . The actual electricity sup-
plied in 1980 was 175 million kilowatt-hours (as compared with 30.4
million in 1965).

Because water power, though abundant, is not everywhere con-
stant due to reduced flow in the winter, some new stations run on
coal, others will use oil. At Yangbajain (a pastureland) north of
Lhasa, an experimental geothermal installation with a generating
capacity of 1,000 kw. was built in 1977, and a second, larger station
(6,000 kw.) was under construction in 1981. The drilling team that
pioneered this project, headed by a Tibetan worker named Sogyal,
has won regional and China-wide awards for triumphing over great
difficulties, including a blow-out of scalding steam. Exploration and
drilling continues, and, with scores of geothermal sites already dis-
covered, Tibet is likely to make widespread use of such power.

For future harnessing, as possibilities and needs expand, there
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is the great Yarlung Zangbo. In power-potential, estimated at 20c
million kilowatts, it is second in China only to the Changjiang, and
in the front ranks of the world's great rivers.2

Helping to speed the building of rural power stations and agri-
cultural mechanization in Tibet is the small but growing Regional
Electrical Machinery Plant in Lhasa. Opened in 1972, by 1976 it had
turned out more than 1,200 generators and small motors (5.5 horse-
power for threshers, winnowing machines and irrigation pumps), was
starting on rural small power station sets consisting of a 40 horsepower
turbine and 20-kilowatt generators, and preparing to produce genera-
tors of up to 200 kilowatts and a range of transformers. An insulator
factory was planned. In a few years it was hoped to have at least
one local power station, with complementary machinery, in each of
Tibet’s 1,900 or so communes.

Coal, previously not known in Tibet, was found in the mid-
1950’s at Tumengala in the cold, treeless north. Extraction began
after the democratic reform in 1959, with the aid of miners from the
inland provinces. The first Tibetan miners in history were trained
there. By 1976, coal was also being mined in Qamdo in the east,
Donggar near Lhasa, Xigazé and Ngari in the west. Counties, state
farms and other units were sinking their own small pits. However,
the total number of regular miners, now mostly Tibetans, was only a
thousand or so. In February 1978 the Xinhua News Agency reported
a 26 per cent rise in coal output in a single year.

A snag is that Tibetan coal so far found is unsuitable for coking,
and thus for the smelting of Tibet’s iron ore, which is of a very high
grade. However, it has found some industrial as well as household
uses. It provides raw material for the Lhasa cement works. Concrete
buildings, bridges, culverts and dams now use Tibet-made cement.

Coal miners include women. We found them not only working
but managing a shaft, small but well ventilated and electrically lit,
at Phampo state farm, about 4,000 metres above sea level. Banners
in the mine office were embroidered with slogans, “Throw aside
taboos!” and “Women comrades can do what men can!” And so they
were — blasting, tunnelling, digging and transporting the coal. It
was a striking sign of the new.
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Reserves of oil have been located.

Solar energy has been in small-scale use for a decade in cooking
devices and heating piped water. Other applications are being ex-
perimented with. Most areas in Tibet get some 3,000 hours of
sunlight annually, more than double the amount in Beijing, itself a
sunny city. The low level of air density, humidity and dust further
add to the utilizable solar energy.? It will certainly be put to greater
use.

In a region short of mineral and woody fuels, with big hydro-
power projects still limited by lack of investment funds and infrastruc-
ture, small hydropower confined to valleys and geothermal sources
rather scattered, solar heat, available even in extensive high pastures
where the only fuel now in use is yak-dung, is marked for a great
role. Experiments have shown that, under Tibetan conditions, a one
square metre solar panel can heat five kilogrammes of water even on
a clear winter day, and two square metres can bake 2.5 kg. of
unleavened bread per hour in an oven heated to 240°C. Small port-
able combined ovens and water heaters, designed especially for rural
use, can enable the Tibetan, wherever he is, to make his favourite
beverage of butter-tea and keep himself and his clothes clean. Also
successful experimentally are small solar generators for mountain-top
army posts and electrified fences for sheep and yak-corrals in the
pastures. Solar dwellings are being designed for villages and for hot-
houses to grow vegetables during the long season of frosts. These
things, in time, will make a great difference to Tibetan everyday life.

Wind power has also been harnessed experimentally in some
places, offering another energy source for the future.

* * *

Tibet’s new communes, with greatly increased crops and other
concerns straining their sparse manpower, are in particular need of
labour-saving farm tools and machines.

Tibet in the late 1970’s established a special local government
department for expanding its farm equipment industry. Hundreds of
machine-tools — lathes, planers, grinders, drills and metal presses and
shears — have been supplied by the state to factories at regional,
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municipal, prefectural and county levels. Scores of their workers go
each year to colleges and cognate enterprises elsewhere in China, to
be trained as farm-machine engineers and technicians. Besides the
new Agricultural and Animal Husbandry College at Nyingchi, 17 in-
dustrial schools at the plant level give such courses. On the job, the
skilled teach the unskilled. When any unit meets technical problems
it cannot itself solve, it consults or temporarily exchanges personnel
with others in the same field.

The Lhasa Farm Machinery Plant is Tibet’s largest. As distinct
from the few transplanted from the interior, it grew up step by step
from local crafts in the course of the democratic and socialist revolu-
tion. In 1961, small mutual-aid teams of ex-serf craftsmen were com-
bined into a city-wide Metal and Wood-working Co-operative with
140 members, making simple tools and household utensils. In 1970, the
co-op combined with another, which had repaired bicycles, to become
the present municipal factory.

In 1976, the plant had 167 workers, 70 per cent Tibetans. The
others were Hans, some specially sent to help by a farm-machine plant
in the far northern province of Heilongjiang, at the other end of
China, plus school graduates who volunteered to help build the
frontier regions. The latter, as novices, were apprenticed to Tibetan
workers. The factory’s five shops had Tibetan heads or vice-heads.
Also Tibetan were the two vice-chairmen of the Factory Revolutionary
Committee. One, Phuntso Tashi, aged 35, was the son of the serf
electrician whom the serfowner regime had jailed for failure to repair
the Dalai Lama’s derelict British-built power plant, and the PLA had
rescued. The other, Phuntso Dondrub, 48, an ex-slave from rural
Loka, had made his first contact with the revolution as a road-builder,
been sent inland to study and returned in 1959 to help suppress the
serfowner revolt. The factory had 37 members of the Communist Party
and 46 of the Communist Youth League; together comprising more
than half the work force. Most were Tibetans.

The range of products had grown, in a few years, from hand or
animal-drawn implements alone to power-driven threshers. Initial
output in 1970 was 20 a month, by 1976 it was 6o. Repairs to farm
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machines, including tractors and diesel engines, were done in the
factory and by technical teams sent out to communes in several coun-
ties. Seven workers had graduated from colleges in the interior and
returned as technicians. Twenty-two were studying in the factory’s
own “July 21 college.

In Xigazé Prefecture, we found a plant with 135 workers whose
1976 output included 330 threshing and 70 winnowing machines, all
power-driven, plus diesel engines, pumps and animal-powered water-
wheels. In addition, its field teams had repaired over 10,000 items
of farm equipment and trained 340 technicians for the communes and
production teams.

It had grown from a handicraft co-op with 40 workers, mostly
formerly oppressed and despised blacksmiths. Its site was right next
to the famed Tashi Lhumpo Temple, traditional seat of the Panchen
Lamas. Many of the workers had been boy monks there, until they
left in the democratic reform. Among these was Utrgyan, assistant
chief of production, a heavy-shouldered man of 34 with deliberate
movements and a ready smile. Urgyan looked an industrial worker
born and bred — you would pick him as such in Chicago or Pittsburgh.
But his history was very much that of a worker in Tibet, with quite
different beginnings.

“I was given to the lamasery at six, because my father and mother
couldn’t feed me,” he said. “I stayed in there till I was 17, sweeping
floors, doing washing and carrying water. In 1960, in the reform, I
returned to my parents and herded sheep. Then I came here. I
started as a stoker, then learned machining. In the factory I learned
to read and write — in the lamasery no one had taught me to do
either. Now I have my own home, a wife and four children. In 1973
I entered the Party.”

He introduced us to more ex-lamas from Tashi Lhumpo —a
circular-saw operator in the wood-working shop and others.

In Loka Prefecture, south of Lhasa, we saw a similar farm ma-
chinery plant. There are others in Qamdo and Zhamo to the east.

In 1976, through co-operation among related factories, walking
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tractors were being trial produced. Most of the parts, including some
70 per cent of engine components, were made in Tibet, we were told.

* * *

The new and rapidly growing industrial centre of Tibet is
Nyingchi (Linzhi in the Han pronunciation), about 400 kilometres east
of Lhasa. It lies within Tibet’s forest area, which ensures raw material
for its sawmills and paper and match factory, as well as construction
material and fuel. Through it runs the blue Nyang River, studded
with dazzling-white pebbly shoals. Its swift waters provide Nying-
chi’s electric power. Flanking the valley are steep wooded slopes,
those facing north dark with pine and fir, those on the south light
green with many types of deciduous trees. Clouds are trapped here
to create mild, humid weather, unusual in Tibet, and good for textile
manufacture. The altitude of 2,800 metres, a thousand metres below
the high-plateau average, makes easier conditions for builders, install-
ers, technicians and workers coming from China’s interior. The
Sichuan-Tibet Highway, connecting the national transport network
with the regional, brings production equipment from Han provinces
and raw materials from the Tibetan hinterland.

Contrasting with many factories in Lhasa and Xigazé, which grew
from handicraft co-ops formed during the democratic reform, most of
those in Nyingchi were built during Tibet’s socialist revolution. In fact
the town as seen today came into existence only ia 1966. In 1955, when
I first passed through, the place had a few hundred people. Today
it counts 15,000, mainly workers.

Here is located the Tibet Woollen Mill, now the region’s largest,
most modern factory. Its construction was a watershed, initiating the
industrial processing within the region of one of its main resources.
Historically, the trade in Tibetan wool* was long a microcosm of
feudal-plus-imperialist exaction. The manorial lords, lay and clerical,
secured wool from the herdsmen as feudal duty or by forced unequal
exchange (for example, a few ounces of Indian candy for a fleece).
Also as a feudal service, pastoral serfs had to transport wool to
markets across the Himalayas. From all this, the Tibetan exploiters
coined much wealth. Even so, the buyers from the industrial West, and
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the Indian merchants who were the middlemen paid far less than the
world price, with fat profits resulting. In revetse, the Tibetan
aristocrats, who had begun to wear the most expensive British-made
woollen textiles as a status symbol, bought these at prices which, by
the time they reached Tibet over the Himalayas through many hands,
had become astronomical. All the money involved, whether it flowed
into the serfowners’ coffers from wool exports, or flowed out again
for imports of English cloth, was in the last analysis wrung from the
pastoral serf — who walked in rags.

After the region’s liberation, and in particular the opening of
the highway to Sichuan in 1954, the price paid for Tibetan wool was
put up and the price for goods from outside the region brought down.
This was the policy of China’s state trading organization which
purchased wool at 1.70 yuan per kilogramme, 54 per cent more than
had been obtained from buyers in India (about 1.10 yuan). After the
democratic reform, the proceeds began to go directly to the ex-serf pro-
ducers. The establishment of the Nyingchi plant ushered in a further
change. Today the bulk of Tibet's wool is spun and woven on the
spot into good, durable cloth and blankets for the working people,
who have become a market. Hardly any raw wool leaves Tibet, but
certain woollen products do. Apart from selling elsewhere in China,
some go abroad through the twice-a-year Export Commodities Fair at
Guangzhou (Canton).

In Tibet in 1955, I saw wool going down to India in long yak
caravans belonging to the aristocrats, the trading departments of the
big lamaseries and the semi-feudal merchant houses. Average annual
export (not including the substantial amounts from Ngari in western
Tibet) was 30,000 yak loads or about 1.8 million kilogrammes. In 1965,
on my second visit, whatever wool was not woven in homes and
handicraft co-ops within the region went for factory-processing to the
interior provinces. In 1976, I saw towering truckloads of fleeces
driven, scores at a time, toward the Nyingchi mill. In the first nine
months of that year, it turned out 310,000 metres of woollen cloth and
blankets, and 235,000 kilogrammes of knitting yarn. Much of the cloth
was pulo, the tight-woven virtually wind and waterproof fabric suited
to Tibetan customs and weather, and previously loomed only by hand.
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Blanket brands included the all-wool “Panda”, much liked throughout
China. Among the export products was a very high grade overcoat-
ing — warm, light and silk-soft — woven from the underhair of the
yak and eagerly sought on the world market.

Also a regional first is the Nyingchi Match Factory, set up in
1966. A decade later it was making two million boxes of matches a
year. Elderly Tibetans could recall ten boxes of matches being
exchanged for a sheep, and 20 for a slave. Middle-aged ones could
remember matches from India selling at the equivalent of 40 cents
(U.S.) per box, impossible for Tibetan working people to pay. Today,
Nyingchi matches, well-made, attractively labelled in Tibetan and
designed to strike and burn reliably even in the windy high pastures,
cost one cent (U.S.) a box. The very name for matches has changed.
Once known as madza, a corruption of the English word, they are now
called djagcha.

This factory when we saw it still had a “frontier” air. While
production was by machine, many of its 195 workers (half of them
Tibetan) went out in winter, with diesel-powered chain saws, to fell
trees for raw material in nearby forests.

The Regional Paper Mill at Nyingchi, built in 1970, raised output
from 150 to 6oo tons in its first six years. In 1976 it had 270 workers
(two-thirds Tibetans, half of them women) and was supplying most of
Tibet's writing and packaging paper — including extra-strong kraft
bags for Lhasa cement. Newsprint paper, however, still came from
outside. To develop its manufacture was the next task, involving a
changeover from chemical to mechanical pulp.

Nyingchi also had what was at the time Tibet’s most modern
book-printing press, set up in 1970-71 (previously most regional book-
printing had been done in the Tibet Daily plant in Lhasa).® Well-
equipped shops did type-casting, type-setting, photogravure, printing
and binding. In 1971-75 over 10 million books (372 titles) were printed
here. About seven million were in Tibetan with school texts pre-
dominating.

In 1979, in addition to wool and leather, Tibet’s other great
pastoral product, milk, began to be factory-processed. The first milk-
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powder plant in the region, bound to be followed by more in time,
started work in the grasslands of Nagqu Prefecture in April of that
year with a daily capacity of 1,500 kilogrammes of milk powder and
700 kilogrammes of butter. It marked a small beginning with a big
future, from which consumers within the region, elsewhere in China
and later in export destinations would be bound to benefit.

In 1980, in line with new policies announced for Tibet, it became
clear that the major stress would, for some years, be on light industty,
and in particular on products consumed by the region’s own
population.

Tibet’s light industry, in 1980, produced almost half as much
again as in 1979, in terms of output value. State funds allocated to
the making of fabrics, garments, household goods and ornaments used
habitually by Tibetans were more than doubled. They comprised 72
per cent of the year’s state investment in Tibet’s light industry as a
whole.

A NOTE ON RECENTLY FOUND MINERAL RESOURCES

Two Xinhua News Agency dispatches from Lhasa, dated January
19 and February 15, 1979, are condensed below:

Over 40 types of minerals have been found on the “roof of the
world” in Tibet, including already surveyed reserves of iron ore,
petroleum and coal.

The Tibet Geological Bureau attributes this to hard work by Han
and Tibetan geologists since the democratic reform 20 years ago.

In reserves of chromite, copper, boron, salt and geothermal heat,
Tibet stands in the front ranks in China.

Hundreds of beds of high-grade chromite ore, rare elsewhere in
China, have been found in eastern and northern Tibet. Also platinum.

A large bed of porphyry copper, with an estimated reserve of 6.4
million tons, has been prospected in Qamdo in the east. Close to
the surface, it is suitable for strip mining. Other valuable elements
accompany the copper.
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Geothermal resources, including geysers and springs, have been
located at about 100 sites.

The Tibetan plateau, averaging 4,200 metres above sea level, is
the highest part of the earth. Unique in origin and complex in geolog-
ical structure, it abounds in magmatic rock and both metallic and non-
metallic ores.

* * *

A third dispatch, on February 19, described the discoveries in
Tibet as part of a larger whole — a multi-metallogenetic belt of at least
500,000 square kilometres along the junctures of Tibet, Yunnan,
Sichuan and Qinghai.

Besides iron and copper, mining prospects are good for bauxite,
zinc, tin, mercury, antimony, tungsten, molybdenum, nickel, potassium,
platinoid and rare metals.

The iron-ore bearing layer extends for 300 to 400 kilometres in
the south of the belt.

Copper is found in the central and northern part. Tin is mainly
in the south. Lead-zinc ores are everywhere.

Non-metallic deposits include troilite, salt, mica, asbestos,
gypsum, arsenic, magnesite and limestone.

Tectonically, the belt lies northeast of the suture line between
the Indian and Asian plates, with conditions extremely favourable for
mineralization.

Its resources are stated to be of great importance for the “four
modernizations.”

* * *

On May 28, 1980, Xinhua reported that diamonds had been found

in two chromite ore deposits in Tibet — the first time Chinese

geologists had found them in ultrabasic rocks (usually, as in South

Africa and elsewhere, diamonds are found only in association with
the mineral kimberlite).



CHAPTER 20

OLD CRAFTS IN NEW SOCIETY

Writing in the 1890’s, the French author F. Grenard vividly de-
scribed the state of handicrafts under Tibet’s serf system, which was
to remain basically unchanged till 1959.

Of wool weaving, the most important branch, he said:

The industry belongs to the government which obtains the
necessary wool in the pastures of the north on the score of taxa-
tion and distributes it among the inhabitants of the midland
districts with orders to weave it free of cost for the government.
... The state sells a portion to the trade at a rate settled before-
hand; it sells another portion to the population through the me-
dium of special commissaries, who themselves usually hand over
the retail transactions to local officials; in that case the govern-
ment overcharges the prices in accordance with the needs of
the treasury, the commissary adds his commission, the prefect
allots himself a small profit, the head of the canton pays himself
for his trouble and the rate-payer is charged twice as much for
the wool as it is worth. ...t

Of other major crafts, including blacksmithing and leather-work-
ing, he remarked: “A few useful trades are considered vile and are
reserved for pariahs.”

And of manufacture by lamasery serfs, he wrote:

282
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These gonyoks are not only tillers of the soil and
shepherds . . . they make the woollen stuffs, jewellery, pottery
for their ecclesiastical masters; they are masons, carpenters,
smiths, millers, caravaneers. They are subject to the jurisdic-
tion of the lamas and owe them all the labour which the latter
choose to exact, without being entitled to any wages. Never-
theless, they do not entirely escape the authority of the Lhasa
government; they pay taxes to the amount of two-thirds of those
paid by its direct subjects. ...

To complete the picture of dual lay-clerical exploitation he added
that while the lamaseries had no material obligations at all to the
lay authorities, their bondsmen had to serve the latter as well.

* * *

In 1955, forty years after Grenard’s testimony, I met Gadren
Namgyal, a serf-rug-weaver in Xigazé. The compulsory services that
weighed on him were many and onerous. As the best weaver of
the household (always the one required to perform it as corvée), he
was made to work eight months of the year for the feudal govern-
ment for a nominal “fee” equal to about two American cents. More-
over, as one of the weavers who doubled as hereditary sedan-chair
bearers for the Panchen Erdeni, his direct lord, he had to turn out
for twenty days each year of practice, carrying dummies, plus five
actual days of carrying the Panchen Erdeni himself.

Gadren Namgyal’s services to the local government were im-
posed on him through the headman of the weavers. His freedom of
movement was controlled by the head of sedan-chair bearers, without
whose permission he could not leave town. Gadren Namgyal in his
“free”” three months, and the rest of his family for most of their time,
could scrounge around for customers and “work for themselves”. But
even then, having no funds to buy wool, they had either to borrow and
be exploited through usury, or hire themselves out to be exploited
through wages.

Had this craftsman’s lot improved at all after the coming of the
PLA in 1951? He said it had, very much. Previously loans to buy
wool, dyes and food had been hard to obtain and carried heavy in-
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terest, 6o per cent annually, to a monastery. Now he could get loans
from the People’s Bank promptly and at low interest. By 1955, bank
advances to Xigazé craftsmen already totalled 175,000 yman. No
wonder Gadren Namgyal spoke of them gratefully as jingu madya —
liberation loans. But the improvement was still not fundamental,
since the craftsmen remained serfs. Its most important aspect was
that it implanted in them a growing dissatisfaction with serf status.
This is what the Communist Party, most essentially, brought. Without
such feelings, there could be no liberation.

Freedom came to Tibet’s craftsmen in 1959. It was not the
bourgeois kind on which Grenard had ruminated. “...If weaving
were free, the prices would fall noticeably, while individual activity,
at present fettered, would have an excellent opportunity....” Much
as this would be an advance on serfdom, ultimately it would be simply
freedom for the capitalist instead of the serfowner to profit. What
arrived was much more — freedom of the serf craftsmen not only to
work for themselves but to organize their first steps, free of all ex-
ploitation, on the road to socialism.

* * *

Ten years passed. In 1965, we found in Xigazé 160 mutual-aid
teams, comprising two-thirds of its craft households. And the num-
ber of such households had itself grown, from 1,000 to 2,500. The
increase was due to several factors, including the return of runaways,
abolition of feudal restrictions and training of former slaves and beg-
gars. Important, too, was the appearance of new crafts, serving not
the upper crust but the mass of former rural serfs, In 1964 alone a
hundred thousand farm tools, including ploughs, were turned out by
the craft teams. Their smiths and joiners went regularly to the coun-
tryside to make and repair tools on the spot.

I revisited Xigazé&’s ‘“‘Liberation New Village,” a government
housing project begun in 1954 for the homeless from the big flood that
year. Many of the same people still lived there, but the relief settle-
ment was just a memory. In the village’s 22 craft households (this
was true also of its 26 other families), no able-bodied person was
without work. A decade earlier illiteracy had been the rule. Now 30
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of its younger generation were attending schools in Xigazé, 22 were
studying elsewhere, and 33 were cadres, teachers or PLA soldiers.?

Dawa Dondrub, a bootmaker and a leader in the community,
formerly owed labour service to two institutions, the local government
and local troops, and to two individuals, a grain tax official and a
nearby rural lord. For these he worked, all told, nine months of
every year. He and his wife, who sewed the felt uppers while he
did the leatherwork, had to bring their own tools and, using the
masters’ materials, complete the boots to their satisfaction, or be
flogged. Corvée work had absolute priority over anything the couple
did “for themselves”. Failure to attend corvée, for any reason,
brought bailiffs promptly to their door. The ‘“‘compensation” on
corvée was a cent or so (U.S. equivalent) a day. In “free” months
they could make up boots for private customers, with the latter’s
leather and felt, at about 20 cents a pair for labour. But the family
of six needed the equivalent of 50 cents a day for tsamba (barley meal),
so it lived in debt and semi-starvation.

After 1951, according to Dawa Dondrub, the Xigazé poor began
to think, “Now comes our chance to get out from under.” But the
rich and privileged poured cold water on these hopes. ‘“The Hans
may have come,” they said, “but don’t expect them to do you any
real good.” Forced services finally ended in 1959. After a few
months of individual work, the artisans began in 1960 to form mutual
aid teams — promoted and encouraged by the Communist Party.

“How is it better than being on your own?” I asked Dawa
Dondrub.

“One man’s strength is small,” he answered. *“When I worked
by myself, if I was ill my earnings stopped. Now we’re six in our
team, and if one is unwell he still gets some pay. As individuals we
sold mainly to merchants. Now we wotk for the state or direct for
customers — no one makes profits in between.”

Dawa Dondrub’s daily earnings in 1965 were 1.20 yuar and his
wife’s 1.10 yuan.

His neighbour Tenzing, a tall blacksmith of 35, first came to
Xigazé as a fugitive from excessive forced labour in Lhazé County.
His job there had been to make daggers. Now he was making
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ploughshares, shovels and sickles. In his home we saw carpets to
sit and sleep on, boxes of clothes, thermoses for hot tea and chickens
in the yard. In 1959, Tenzing said, he had owned only the tatters on
his back, a broken cupboard and one worn-out cooking pot. What
property had he received in the democratic reform? “I accepted only
a new cook pot,” he answered. “Everything else here has been earned
with my own hands. I live by my craft.”

Fifty-five mutual-aid teams in Xigazé were making pulo (Tibetan
woollen cloth). Most of the members were women, who in the past
had toiled at hand looms in serfowners’ homes from dawn to dusk
to finish the two metres of hand-woven cloth exacted from them each
day. In 1965 production methods were still traditional. In one team
of 64, we found spinners sitting along the roof-edges of a square of
adobe sheds, pulling and twisting yarn from their distaffs while
hanging stone bobbins whirled now up, now down, over the sunlit
court below. Under the open sky, other women carded and reeled
by hand. Indoors, in the sheds, the looms click-clacked.

But if techniques were still old, the spirit was new. Lilting
songs gave rhythm to the work. Pay averaged 1.50 yuan a day.

Some workers were using their own tools but the main items of
equipment were 30 hand-machines, a gift from the state to encourage
collective organization, plus a few others bought with a state loan.
All the machines were team property. Its products were bought by
the State Trading Company, which distributed them to retail outlets.

The team was democratically run, with leaders elected and de-
cisions made by discussion. Members attended classes, in literacy
and politics. Paid sick-leave was provided. On the meeting-room
wall, framed and draped with white silk kbatag, Tibet’s scarf-like
tokens of respect, were a portrait of Mao Zedong and the team’s
founding charter.

By 1976, in Xigazé, the handicraft teams had further combined to
form factories, some co-operative and some under local public
ownership. Many former blacksmiths were grouped into one making
farm tools. Pulo cloth weavers were organized in another, rug weav-
ers in still another. These factories had a good deal of power-driven
machinery, though of the simpler kind. We saw no hand-spinners.
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In 1975, the value of Xigazé prefecture’s industrial output was 4 mil-
lion yuan, 75 times that of 1958, the year before the democratic reform.

* * *

Gyangzé, a carpet-making centre for centuries, had 300 house-
holds engaged in that craft in 1965. Some weavers told us of their
pre-1959 plight, a living model of craft serfdom. Apprenticeship had
been strictly regulated. Gifts had had to be made to teachers while
training, and special, extra corvée to be performed for the chief of
the craft, a non-working aristocrat who had the control over all
Gyangzé’s carpetry. This was on top of dues to the weavers’ own
serfowners and local government corvée, (the feudal authorities could
require the craft chief to send whatever number of workers they need-
ed for as many days as they ordered). Reputed customary limitations
to such exactions were habitually violated. A common dodge was
to deliberately give weavers on corvée some design they did not know,
then fine them or force them to perform further tasks as a penalty
for “errors”. Women too weak after childbirth to sit at the looms
had to work for a longer time later.

Weavers started training in carly childhood, worked into old
age, then were thrown out to starve. Many ran away from Gyangzé,
but since hungry fugitives from other towns or rural estates also came
to the town, replenishments were always at hand. Lhadron, in 1965
chairman of a Gyangzé weaving group, had begun as such a fugitive.
His father, a serf, of the Panchen, had been beaten to death. His
mother had run to the city with the boy to beg, and thought herself
lucky to be able to apprentice him to the trade. “We carpet weavers
never had our own rug to sit on then,” Lhadon recalled, “‘just as the
shoemakers went barefoot.”

Now, with improvements in working methods (instructors had
come from as far as the famous factories of Beijing and Tianjin)
carpets were being woven in Gyangzé in two-thirds of the previous
time. Wages were rising. Welfare was provided for. In Lhadron’s
group, eight looms were private and eleven owned in common. Capital
included investment from the state. Apprentices, like regular work-
ers, were on the wage system. Retired weavers got pensions.
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What next? “A regular co-operative, then a factory,” Lhadron
told us.

Revisited in 1976, the mutual aid team had gone through both
transformations. Instead of the old higgledy-piggledy premises we
found an airy factory building with large windows and electric lighting.
Much of the work, especially the weaving and sculpturing (many
Gyangzé rugs are cut in low relief) was still done by hand in the
traditional manner. But old taboos had been broken. Notably, the
skilled weaving from designs, formerly done by men only, was now
done mainly by women who received the same pay as men of equal
skill. The Party Secretary, Pema Lhamo, was hetself a woman in
her middle forties, originally a handicraft slave.

Traditional technical limits had been transcended. Colours,
while still mainly natural ones, mineral and vegetable of the freshness
and brightness always associated with Gyangzé rugs, had increased
from seven or eight to over 20 through new discoveries by the workers.
Designs had grown from a dozen to over 40. There were 245 regular
workers (200 of them women) while a hundred or so others, mainly
spinners, worked at home. Output was 1,700 carpets and rugs a
month, a considerable proportion of them for export. Wages ranged
from 50 to 70 yuan a month. Since 1965 the minimum had doubled,
from 25 yuarn. But the maximum had remained the same, 70 yuan.

* * *

Lhasa’s new “People’s Street” in 1965 had a fine, well-stocked
shoe shop. Its show windows and shelves offered not only the tradi-
tional Tibetan boots with gaily dyed felt leggings, but also reversed
cowhide army and work boots, and modern shoes of good finish and
pattern for men, women and children. The latter, we thought at
first, were from Shanghai. They turned out to be Lhasa-made. There
was also much other leatherware. Turning back to my old notes on
a talk with a Lhasa shoe and harness maker ten years before, I found
that he himself, as well as his shop, had belonged to Sera lamasery.
On corvée for aristocrats, he worked with imported leather from
India. There were a hundred shoe, saddle and harness makers in
Lhasa then. When I asked if they ever talked of the possibility of
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using machines, he answered: “No. Who could use all the goods they
could make? Harness makers are worried already. With motor traffic
growing, their trade will die.” Such ideas were spread by the serf-
owners. That this craftsman voiced them showed that his mind,
as well as his body, was still ruled by feudalism — as was common at
the time.

By 1965, such inhibitions — and the conditions that gave rise to
them — had gone. Lhasa’s new regional leather factory, already five
years old, was using machines for all processes (labour productivity
had increased fourfold since 1960). It made goods not only for a
new kind of consumer in Tibet — workers, peasants and herdsmen
with money to spend — but also for industry. Machine-belts were
an important product. Some of its goods were sold elsewhere in
China and some, through the Guangzhou (Canton) Export Fair, in
other countries. Whatever the product, output did not exceed de-
mand, but fell far short of it.

By 1976, the regional leather factory, with over soo0 workers, 120
machines and its own power plant, was producing about 3.5 million
yuan worth of goods annually as compared to 1.2 million in 196s5.
Each year it processed some 220,000 skins and hides to make 70,000
leather items of various kinds. Average monthly wages, as compared
with 1965, had risen from §8 yuan to 66 yuan. Some 15,000 square
metres of housing had been built for the workers.

Apart from this regular factory, whose scale was previously
undreamed of in Tibet, many leather goods were also made by Lhasa’s
mutual-aid teams. They, too, were gradually mechanizing.

In one such team we spent many memorable hours. Its or
members, all former serf craftsmen, were turning out 13,000 pairs of
shoes and boots a year. Its long whitewashed one-story buildings
set around large open spaces, seethed with activity.

Some processes were still carried on as of yore. Outdoors,
beneath an ancient pollarded willow that gave a spot of shade amid
the newly-scraped hides drying in the hot sun, a muscular, bearded
man — his arms resting on a horizontal bar his trousers rolled
up to the knee — was trampling a ceaseless squish-squash in the tan-
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ning bath. This he had done as a serf under merciless overseers
for some twenty years. Now a co-operator among equals, he worked
with good humour and, smiling at the team chairman — an ex-serf
like himself — stopped for a moment to extend us his hard tanner’s
hand. Indoors, men and women were cutting, hand-stitching, and
sewing on whirring machines.

““Had you ever used machines before 1959, T asked.

“Used them? We’d never even seen them!” one woman retorted.

Chairman Mingyal introduced us to one after another of the
workers:

“He is a member of our administrative committee.”

“She is a neighbourhood representative.”

“He’s been elected to the district people’s congress.”

These new masters of Tibet, not long before, had been not only
serfs but pariahs — considered to be following a “low and unclean”
craft. On corvée in nobles’ houses, they had had to sleep with the
animals or in latrines. In their stories, we heard now and then,
like echoes out of darkness, the names of the old ecclesiastical and
lay lords.

“I was bondsman to the kashag.”

“My master was the noble Ragashar.”

Ten years earlier Tibet had rung with these names, while the
people were gagged. Now the people were speaking and the so re-
cent past already seemed like ages ago.

The team, in its history and growth, was typical of the transfor-
mation of crafts between my first and second visit to Tibet. Here
were some of its details.

Founding: In 1960, during the democratic reform, under the
Party’s policy of aiding and organizing craftsmen.

Capital: Started with a 7,400 yuan state loan. Accumulation
in 1965, 64,000 yuan, free of debt.

Production of footwear: Rose from 8,371 pairs in 1961 to 13,000
pairs in 1964. Varieties increased from 6 to 83. Durability of prod-
ucts had doubled, as had productivity per worker. Prices to con-
sumers were lower than before.



OLD CRAFTS IN NEW SOCIETY 291

Daily wage: Minimum 1 yxaen, maximum 2 yuan.
Welfare: 50% of wage in short illnesses; special subsidy in
chronic illness. Free medical treatment.

Education: No literates at start. By 1965 six members were
able to read, write and keep accounts. All except the elderly were
attending classes.

Ownership: All four machines and most hand tools were owned
collectively, some having been bought from members.

Administration: Members’ general meeting the highest
authority; elected team officers.

Market: Most output sold through State Trading Co. Direct
sales to consumers and on-the-spot repairs were carried out by travel-
ling sub-teams which went out to farm and pasture areas in busy
seasons. There was also a direct retail outlet in Lhasa.

On our last evening in Lhasa, dropping in on the team to pick
up some boots we had had made to our measurements, we found all
its electric lights ablaze. Young members were lettering sign-
boards and cloth banners. Their seniors were expertly packing boots
and shoes into yak-hide saddle bags (“old-fashioned but they last
20 years,” they told us). Mingyal explained the unusual night-time
bustle. The next day was the Sholden Festival, with people from
outlying areas coming to Lhasa to attend the theatricals and fair at
the Dalai Lama’s former summer palace, the Norbu Lingka. And the
team was preparing to serve them there.

Re-visited eleven years later, this mutual aid team had gone
through two further changes. In 1966 it had become a co-operative
and in 1970 the Lhasa Shoe and Hat Factory, a municipal enterprise.
The number of workers had more than doubled, from 91 to 197. But
production had gone up more than tenfold, to 120,000 pairs of shoes
and 70,000 fur hats. This was due to the shift from handwork to
semi-mechanization. There wete now 120 machines (mostly small,
such as sewing machines, but also some larger ones). Archaic methods,
such as tanning by trampling, had disappeared.

The old founders of the mutual aid team, now mostly members
of the factory revolutionary committee or leaders in the trade union,
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were still there. Among younger workers, some had been sent for
technical studies to China’s inland provinces. Everyone in this
factory, workers, administrators, Party leaders was a Tibetan.

The wage system, and welfare benefits, including retirement
provisions were like those in any state factories throughout China.

* * *

Many larger enterprises, important in Tibet’s regional economy,
had also developed from groups of ex-serf artisans. Among them were
the Lhasa Agricultural Machinery Works, and similar ones in several
prefectures. Having now lost their craft character, they are dealt with
in the chapter on industry.

Other undertakings developed from the crafts, especially those
close to the daily needs of consumers, remained at the co-operative
stage and would continue that way particularly in the neighbourhoods.
In 1976, on Lhasa’s famous Parkhor Street, craft co-ops were still
numerous. Some were conglomerates of varied occupations. One was
making a range of products from rugs to noodles, and had a construc-
tion team for house-building. Part of its work was on contract from
the state, part done directly for shoppets. People could bring their
wool to be woven, into pulo cloth or seat-carpets and their grain to
be milled into flour, and so on.

Other co-ops made clothing, still others a variety of things
needed both in households and for production, like wooden churns,
pottery and sheet-metal containers, basketry and the like.

Art crafts, long loved and practised by the Tibetans, continued to
exist. For example the making of saddle and harness ornaments,
knives with fancy hilts, dyed or embroidered boots, women’s aprons
panelled in many colours and edged in brocade, and traditional
musical instruments.

All co-operatives sold mainly to the state trading network or
through co-operative outlets closely linked with state trade.

Old craftsmen were teaching apprentices, most of them young
people with primary or secondary school education, who were paid
wages on an established scale. In the Gyangzé Rug Factory, in rural
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potteries and other places, we saw such teenagers in training, or
already working on their own.

* * %*

In 1980, under the generally relaxed policies then adopted, the
idea that all crafts should necessarily industrialize their methods and
look forward to factories as the highest form of organization was
criticized and, where proper, shelved. Craftsmen were given the
option, according to the nature of their skill and local conditions, of
combining in any form they preferred — or working as individuals
(without hiring wage labour). All were given access to loans and raw
materials, and exempted for a period from taxes. They could them-
selves market their products.

Almost immediately, traditional goods which had been in short
supply came on to the markets in increasing quantities. They included
hand-woven pulo, which many Tibetans prefer to any machine-made
cloth, national-style garments tailored to the users’ tastes, and some
things pertaining to national customs which under the influence of
the “‘ultra-Left” had been wrongly ruled out as backward. Among
these were the turquoise personal ornaments for men and women long
loved in Tibet, kbatag scarves to be exchanged as tokens of friendship
and respect and various articles associated with the celebration of folk
festivals. Also resumed was the making of religious accessories, for
those who continued to believe. More artisans than before were
engaged on the restoration of historic sites. Not a few worked on
costumes for the revived art of the ancient Tibetan opera.

All this enlivened economic and social life in Tibet and brought
extra income to many. It ensured that, in socialist Tibet, no craft
favoured by the people for use or beauty would die.



CHAPTER 21

FAMILY OF TIBET’S NEW
WORKERS

Of all the great and rapid changes in Tibet, one of the most im-
portant has been the rise from the ranks of the former serfs and slaves
of a working class which at the time of my first visit in 1955 was newly
born and consisted of only a few hundred people, but in 1965 already
numbered over 25,000, and by 1976 had further increased to over
65,000. Its beginnings are exemplified by the story of Lhadrup, once
an enslaved member of the blacksmith caste, the most despised in old
Tibet, and of his large family, whose acquaintance I first made in
1965.

I met Lhadrup, then aged 3, gnarled and bent by past toil and
maltreatment yet unforgettably awakened, clear-minded and indomi-
table, in the forging shop of the Lhasa Automotive Repair Plant. I
also talked to his sons Dawa and Losang, high-tension line main-
tenance men of the Lhasa Hydropower Station, and to his daughters
Pasang and Gesang, their husbands, and another son, Champa, all of
whom worked in the same plant as their father.

Some days later we had a reunion in Lhadrup’s home in Lhasa
allocated to him in the democratic reform of 1959, where 20 persons
from three generations had gathered. Waving at them he said, “With-
out the Communist Party and Chairman Mao, this family would not

294
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be as you see it. Most of us would have been dead of hunger or
beating.”

One often hears such statements in today’s Tibct. They are not a
figure of speech but the sober truth,

Here, in their own words, is the story of this worker and his
family, with its light on Tibet's past and present.

LHADRUP, THE FATHER, AT 53

At 12 T was already doing my corvée, at the blacksmith’s forge
1 got one siogan (about half a cent) a day, and many blows. At 15
an overseer picked up a thick board to hit me. My father, afraid that
I might be maimed or killed, got between us to intercede. For this
he himself was beaten so badly that he died.

At 20 I was handed over to the Lhasa Mint of the kashag, and
there I stayed for 27 years. My task was to hand-stamp 8,000 coins a
day. Even one short of that number meant a flogging. I worked from
dawn to night, and the day’s pay didn’t amount to one coin. Soon
I married and the children came in succession — nine of them. My
wife and I couldn’t buy enough tsamba for all, and had to dole it out
to them in spoonfuls, while we ourselves often went without.

After the peaceful liberation of Tibet in 1951, kashag officials
were left in local control. There was a condition — their promise not
to obstruct reform. But they didn’t mean it. Slavery continued. So
did corvée — in 1956 they sent me to help build the Dalai Lama’s new
palace at Norbu Lingka park.

I was at my wits’ end. How would the family eat while I did
this unpaid labour? The Central People’s Government was then build-
ing the Lhasa airfield, giving good wages. I begged for 15 days’ leave
from the kashag officials to earn some money there, so as to tide the
wife and young ones over. The officials said all right, but though I
returned on time they dragged me to trial. The charge: ‘“He would
rather work for the Hans than for the Dalai Lama.” They threatened
me with frightful punishment, having my skin split open from head to
foot and peeled off.
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Finally they threw me into the dank dungeon under the Nang-
tzesha courthouse. “For generations we’ve been oppressed,” I thought
there. “Now my health will break and I'll die. One thing I must
do — see that life is different for the children.” I managed to get
word to my elder son Dawa to be brave and try, whatever the risk,
to get work at a central government project being started: the building
of the new power station. Fortunately he succeeded.

After 40 days in the pit I was let out, half dead, and sent right
back to corvée at Norbu Lingka. You can see why, when the serf-
owners rebelled in 1959, I didn’t believe their words that it was for
the sake of us Tibetans. I knew it was to preserve the old opptession
which was killing us Tibetans, and had almost killed me. So I was
against them. Once more they caught me. This time they were really
going to flay me alive. But the PLA knocked them out quickly and
I was saved. I determined to work for the revolution all my life.

I've been in this factory since then. Everything has changed.
Formerly I ate the roughest food, too little of that, and often had
stomach pains. Today I eat rice and flour, and the pains have gone.
I used to wear the same clothes day and night, and couldn’t dream
of a clean change. Now I've plenty to wear, summer and winter —
and good bedding. On the job, overalls and gloves are provided.
Tibetans and Hans get the same pay for the same work. Factory
leaders and we have the same food in the same mess hall. There’s no
distinction.

In the past our whole family had one tiny room, with a leaky
roof. Today I have a room in the factory and a home in town. My
children who work have their own places to live.

Recently the factory sent me to the forest sanatorium in Nyingchi
for my health. The doctors were warm and polite. I'd never imagined
anything like it. And it really helped me get better. In the old days,
when ill, we were driven to work if we could still walk and left to
die if we couldn’t.

What I've always wanted for the children has come true. Three
are in this factory. My gitls Pasang and Gesang spray and paint car
bodies. My third son Champa works with me at the forge. The eldest,
Dawa, at the power plant, has five children of his own and is able
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to feed and clothe them properly. Losang, my second, is a member of
the Communist Youth League. The younger children are all in school.
Chumpei, who is 16, is a leader of Young Pioneers.

And I myself have just been accepted into the Communist Party.

Lhadrup in 1965 looked far older than his years, a result of early
sufferings. In 1976, he did not seem to have aged much more. His
craggy face and sharp eyes were as I remembered them. Again, we
met twice. The first time was at his work-bench at the factory.
Though past the retirement age of 6o he had refused to quit or go on
half-time. The second meeting was at his home, with the family now
numbering over 30, including new in-laws and grandchildren. “Seven
of us are members of the Party and five of the Communist Youth
League,” he said, introducing them. ‘Most are workers. Five are
cadres. Three are doctors. The rest are studying.”

DAWA, THE ELDEST SON, AT 30

“Blacksmith’s brat” was what I heard from tiny childhood. I
could never figure out what was bad about blacksmiths. From build-
ing a house to making a knife, who could do without us? But in the
old society we weren’t looked on as human. Now, in the new society,
we're key members of the leading class, the working class.

Of the nine children in our family, I was the eldest. Our bellies
were always empty, our home wet and cold. I don’t remember any
of us wearing shoes or clothes without holes in them. When Mother
sent us on errands, dogs often bit us. You had no right to beat off
a dog in those days. It might belong to someone important and then
it meant flogging or jail.

Father slaved away but couldn’t feed us. Since labour had no
value, the only way was to borrow from usurers. But even to ask for
a loan, you had to bring gifts — a kbatag (ceremonial scarf), some
mutton or tea. With nothing of our own, we had to borrow for those
gifts, too. You couldn’t even complain of life’s bitterness. If Father
had brought up our hardships to the Mint and asked for a day or two
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off to earn something for the family at odd jobs, he would have risked
being beaten up, and maybe crippled, even killed.

From nine years old, I was the one sent out to borrow. It was
hateful. I'd only to show my face to be jeered and scolded. Often
I thought, “I'd be better off dead. I can’t stand this.” So in my tecens
I left the family, agreeing with Father that I would shoulder half the
old debts. But however hard I worked, I couldn’t pay them off.

After I married, I had to take my wife and child back to my
parents again and run from our creditors north to Nagquka. Kashag
officers caught me there. I was made to kneel for hours while they
yelled at me. Luckily nothing wotse happened, or I mightn’t have
been here today.

When Father finally got permission to work for those two weeks
at the airfield, it was a ray of hope. He was even able to give me
something to buy clothes for my child. But then he was jailed. That’s
when he sent me to the power station. I'll never forget the day I was
taken on. It was the first time in my life I felt free. Right off, the
people’s government gave me clothes, a washbasin, toothpaste and
bedding. And when I told them of Father’s plight they advanced me
100 yuan in cash. I took all the money home. Then there was food
in the house and more to bring to Father in prison. We would all have
starved if I hadn’t got that job.

For the first time, I felt that the Party and Chairman Mao had
liberated us — and that I was a human being. You think our old life
was terrible? Almost everyone in Tibet was as badly off or worse.
Working people couldn’t lift their heads till the setfowners’ rebellion
was put down in 1959.

Earlier, if anyone even stretched out his hand for a bit of the
new life, the reactionaries would smash him. A Tibetan army barracks
stood opposite our power station. On the eve of the revolt, the
soldiers would waylay us as we cycled into Lhasa and say, “Quit
working for Hans, or we’ll wipe out your families.” But we Tibetan
workers already knew that, with our Han class brothers, we were
working for our common future. We decided, “If the Han comrades
live, we live, and if they die, we die with them.” We joined the
militia and got ready to fight.
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How does the present compare with the past? It’s not only in
what we eat and wear. None of our family had ever learned to read
or write. Now my children study. Even we oldsters do too. I've
learned to read Tibetan and a bit of Han. My wife Yangdzom was
an illiterate slave girl at the Mint. Now she’s a Party member and
a cadre in the city government.

In the past when a kashag official or high lama came by, we had
to bow low, never lift our eyes above the level of his knees, and above
all never complain if we didn’t want our bones broken. Now our
plant leaders drop in and ask, “Have you any difficulties?”” Even if
we have some minor problem we don’t want to bother anyone with,
they often notice, and ask how they can help.

All Tibet is building up now and we're part of that. Formerly
our lot was just to work, not to enjoy the fruits. Now what we
workers build, we workers will use. The present progress is only a
start. Come back in a few years and you’ll see.

In 1976, when I did come back and at the Ngachen power plant
asked for Dawa, they told me that be had died the year before — of
the bypertensive heart failure that is such a killer on the high platean.
They spoke of him with affection and respect. He bad played his
part in the substantial increase of efficiency in the plant and become
a Party member.

In the family's Lhasa home, later, we met bis daughter, also
named Dawa. She was by then a young medical graduate working in
the countryside, in Drongba County.

LOSANG, THE SECOND SON, AT 28

At least one boy in most Tibetan families had to be a monk, and
in ours it was me. I was sent to Sera Monastery. But there were rich
and poor there too. From eight years old I was a monk-slave.

Each novice was attached to a lama teacher. Mine was named
Tenzing. In eleven years he didn’t teach me a single letter of the
Tibetan alphabet, or even how to pray. Instead, I worked day and
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night as his servant. I had only cold water and stale mashed peas for
food. In all seasons, I wore the same tattered robe.

When I didn’t pasture Tenzing’s cows to his satisfaction, he tied
me to a pillar and whipped me till the blood came. When I woke
him by snoring one winter night, he took me out to a well, stripped
me, and poured water over me till it froze. One Tibetan New Year,
when everyone is supposed to eat a little better, he ordered me to
make tea, just for him, not me. When some of it boiled over, he took
the red-hot yak-dung ash into which it had fallen and stuffed it into
my mouth, saying, “Take that for your holiday treat.”

“Your fate is evil,” he kept telling me. But another thing he
said, which he made a thousand times, showed the real reason for his
spite: ‘““What good is your blacksmith brood?”” What he meant was
that other families gave presents to their sons’ teachers, while mine
couldn’t.

Besides serving Tenzing, I had to labour for the lamasery. All
boy monks were supposed to, by its rules. But those from rich homes
would do it for just one day, for form’s sake, and never again. My
labour never stopped, year in and year out.

Worst of all were the insults. Once the Dalai Lama was coming
and my teacher said, “People are supposed to look well today. You
‘black bones’! will disgrace both yourself and me.” He took my
clothes so I wouldn’t be recognized as a monk and locked me out
virtually naked in the cold night. Home was nearby but I didn’t go
there. When they gave me to the lamasery it was in the hope I would
be fed and, maybe, taught. I didn’t want Mother to know the truth,
and add to her worries.

Tenzing died in 1958. By custom a teacher’s things should have
gone to his disciple. But the Sera high lamas gave me only a wooden
bowl, a mat, a tsamba bag and an old robe. ‘“You’re different,” they
said. “Other families care for their sons’ teachers. But what did you
paupers contribute to Tenzing’s property? All my labour, it seems,
didn’t count at all. They even confiscated my corner of the room.
After that I slept under eaves and in corners.

During the 1959 revolt the higher lamas and those they thought
they could rely on dashed up and down to Norbu Lingka with guns.
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They didn’t trust us poor monks, so they shut us up in the chanting
house. “Pray!” they ordered. They'd never given us time to pray
before. Many of us didn’t know a single sutra.

When the rebellion was suppressed, a cadres’ working group came
to Sera and announced, “There’s freedom of religious belief now. No
more forced labour or feudal privilege. Nobody can force you to go
on being monks. Nobody can forbid those who wish to remain monks
to do so.”

I asked to go back home. Since I had lived so long in darkness,
hearing little of the outside, Father and Dawa had to explain many
things to me. Father said, “The main thing is to work.” I was in-
troduced, with three other poor young monks from Sera, to the power
station.

What impressed us most was that there was no difference be-
tween teachers and learners. The job was new, so naturally we made
mistakes. Also there were misunderstandings of language. The skilled
workers and technicians were nearly all Hans. But they never raised
their voices, much less hit or threatened. They helped us even after
work hours. They kept encouraging us, “You're young. You can
certainly learn all these things.”

Gradually I realized that this wasn’t just a place to work, get
good wages and be well treated — we were part of the making of a
new world. In 1962 I applied to join the Communist Youth League.

I think our work in the power station is glorious. Before the
liberation there was only one tiny generator in Lhasa, giving light just
for the Dalai Lama and some top nobles. For the toilers, the nights
were pitch dark. Now we supply light and power to nine-tenths of
the city’s homes. Ex-serfs and slaves too poor to pay get it free. We're
working for our own kind of people.

In our plant, Tibetans run and repair complex machines. Many
have been trained, both here and in the interior provinces. We our-
selves train people for new rural power units. Every Thursday we
have full-day technical classes at full pay. At other times we learn our
own language — and politics to guide our self-liberation. For we are
the working class, the front line force for completing the revolution
in Tibet. Our whole family is in that class. It’s an honour and a duty.
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In the intervening years Losang was sent to university — in
Chengdu, Sichuan Province, to study water-power technology.

In 1976, he was the Party secretary and trade union leader of bis
section of the power plant.

I found bim as quiet and intense, but no longer as youthfully
diffident, as at our last meeting. Now bhe spoke with maturity and
confidence. “The progress in Tibet is very great,” he said. “We
could talk for three days and three nights and not exhaust it. It is
only the start, there is so much to do.

“Chairman Mao’s death last month filled us with deep grief.
But we will turn grief into strength to carry out bis intentions and
make greater contributions to the country and revolution. It wasn't
easy to attain victory in China, including Tibet. Innumerable beroes
gave their lives to accomplish it.

“We are determined to fulfil the tasks abead. We are the
workers. If we do not do this, bow can we be said to stand at the
bead of the people!”

PASANG, THE ELDEST DAUGHTER, AT 26

At the age of eight or nine I used to collect yak-dung to sell for
fuel to help the family. I had only one dress which got more ragged
every year, and grew shorter as I grew taller. I wore it and I slept
in it. Now I wear cotton next to my skin, have clothes of good gabar-
dine and sleep under padded quilts. As a girl I had never touched
such things, much less owned them.

I have a child, born in the Autonomous Region People’s Hospital.
The factory sent me there by car and I got 2.5 months paid maternity
leave.? Under the serfowners, if a woman got two days off for child-
birth it was a miracle. Generally they drove you to work the next
day. Mother bore my eldest brother, Dawa, right at the place where
she was doing u/a. With nothing to wrap him in, she had to use her
only underpants. My baby, Nyima, had new clothes and all sorts of
things prepared before he was born. Father told me, “You are young
and have never suffered like we older people. Don’t forget the past.”
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Thinking of what the Party had done for us I insisted on returning
to work before the end of my leave, but they said no.

I entered the factory on Father’s introduction. First I boiled
water for tea, then I became a sheet metal worker, Now I spray-paint
car bodies. My husband, Sanggye Gesang, was a serf orphan who was
given to Drepung lamasery. Once, when he was so hungry that he
ate a bit of a sacrificial cake, they almost tortured him to death. He
ran away but with no place to go, and had to go back and take more
punishment. In 1959 he was active in the democratic reform in
Drepung, then came out to become a worker. Now he is in the forging
shop, with my Father and brother Champa. They think well of him
on the job, and he studies Chairman Mao’s works every night. “That’s
what I believe in now,” he says.

GESANG, THE SECOND DAUGHTER, AT 24

I, too, from the time when I was tiny, had to do something to
help us all keep alive. In garbage heaps I found old socks that people
had thrown away, generally with the soles all gone. These I
unravelled and reknit into things for the family. Later I was a
nursemaid to children and in 1963 I came to this factory. I am in the
sand-blasting, painting and spraying shop with Pasang. So is Tsang-
yang, my husband. His people were Tibetans from Ngawa (Apa) in
Sichuan Province who came to Lhasa as pilgrims. He was a monk
in Drepung till 1959. Today he is a model worker and a member of
the militia.

CHAMPA, THE THIRD SON, AT 21

When all the elder members of the family were out on wla ot
earning food, I stayed with the smallest ones at home. In winter we
all shivered. The only way I could get my feet warm was to go out
and put them in fresh ashes thrown out from people’s fires. Being
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too little to know when to step out, I burned them, and still have the

scars.
We lived not far from this factory, though none of us worked

here then. I'd often come and stand by the mess hall. The Han
workers understood. They always gave me something to eat, not only
for myself but to take back home. I wanted to help the family all I
could, so on festivals I would walk to Lhasa and beg around the
Jokhang Temple.

After 1959, some comrades noticed that I could sing, and I got
into a propaganda ensemble. In 1963, on Father’s suggestion, I joined
him at the forge. That’s my history, from beggar boy to one of the
workers, the leading class. Now I have a skill, good clothes, good food
and my own bicycle. I like sports and help teach revolutionary songs
and arrange programmes for our amateur troupe.

In 1976, when 1 met Champa again he was still in the factory, a
mature worker with a young family of bis own.

CHUNPEI, THE FOURTH SON, AT 16

We met Chunpei not at the factory but in front of Lhasa’s fine
new People’s Palace of Culture, at a rally of Young Pioneers. A fine,
open-faced boy, he was leader of his school’s Pioneer troupe and
carried its red flag.

“What do you want to be?” I asked him.

“A worker like Father,” he replied.

Later I told Lhadrup about it.

“He’s right,” he said, pleased. “When our family gathers every
week I say to them, ‘Don’t ever forget the difference between the past
and the present.” And how can we show that we remember? By
advancing production. For who will build Tibet’s socialist industry if
not us?”’

On the wall of Lhadrup’s large living room when we re-as-
sembled there in 1976 was an “Honoured Family” plaque, one of those
issued all over China to households whose sons or daughters have died
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for country and socialism in the People’s Liberation Army. It stood
for young Chunpei, who had lost his life during his military service a
few years back.

Around it were many ‘““Model Worker” and other certificates
awarded to his father, brothers and sisters. Living and dead were
united for the same aims.

“Father often calls family meetings to make sure we remember
the pain of yesterday, prize our today and build our tomorrow,” put
in Losang. “Father is old but his spirit is young. His words are a
lesson to us. His actions and his zest in work are even more so.”

Once again, as eleven years earlier, young and old thronged the
doorway as we left, warmly shaking our hands. And with almost the
same parting words.

“Come back. In not too long. You'll see more big changes in
our Tibet.”






ANIMAL HUSBANDRY



CHAPTER 22

NEW SUN IN THE GRASSLANDS

More than three quarters of Tibet is above the tree line and
grows no crops, only grass. Tibet supports a dozen times as many
animals — yaks, cattle, sheep, horses and donkeys — as it has inhab-
itants, a quarter of whom are occupied in their care,

Pastures and their utilization had improved between my journeys.
From the abolition of serfdom in 1959 to the time of my second visit
in 1965, the number of livestock had grown by 35 per cent, and by 1976
it was twice that in 1959. The great potential “or related industries
was beginning to be tapped. Tibet’s wool, a good part of which used
to be sent out raw, was being worked up in factories within the region.
So was leather. People were talking of broad prospects for milk prod-
ucts and canned meat.

This was clearly important both to the region and to China’s
overall economy in which Tibet’s stockbreeding had played a part
since ancient times. From the Tang Dynasty (618-9go7 A.D.), special
“horse and tea markets” were set up at Kangding'! and elsewhere,
where Tibetan animals and animal products were traded for tea, silk
and other goods from the Han provinces. But as both Han and
Tibetan societies were then feudal, production and exchange were
limited and bent to the purposes of national and social oppression.

After the 1840’s, imperialism impinged on all China and made
deep inroads in Tibet. As a result, internal trade links weakened and
the working people were more cruelly exploited. On the one hand,
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the influx of foreign goods ruined local crafts. On the other, the
herdsmen were squeezed for more produce, particularly wool, because
their feudal lords were avid to sell it abroad for funds to buy foreign
luxuries. Whether in mountain-girt Tibet or in China’s eastern plains,
such added oppression was an inevitable result of the link-up of home
reactionaries with the encroaching imperialists. In the coastal prov-
inces of China the warlords, bureaucrat officials and compradors took
to Cadillacs, Scotch whiskey and costly foreign colleges for their chil-
dren. In Lhasa, the otherwise tradition-bound high nobles and clerics
began to dress in expensive English cloth (instead of the local pulo),
consume Australian butter and imported dried milk (in a region full
of cattle), and sport gold-cased Parker pens and Rolex watches as new
status symbols. Not a few set up second homes in India’s Kalimpong
or Darjeeling where they passed many months each year in extrav-
agance and gambling. Consequently Tibet’s poor, who paid the bill,
grew even poorer.

As in many other parts of the world where townsmen and
peasants have historically dwelt side by side with herdsmen, the latter
fell into ever greater poverty and backwardness. Extreme as the old
Lhasa was in its own contrasts of wealth and poverty, it towered as
an exploiting and consuming centre over the pastoral masses, as did
the trading cities of the old Arab world over the ragged Bedouins.
High spending in the towns by the pastoral nobles, the richest of whom
lived there permanently, further impoverished their bondsmen, who
themselves went to Lhasa only on corvée, or as pilgrims — there to
be doubly mulcted by the high clergy (who besides being lords over
many pastures and their people, benefited too from religious offer-
ings). Pastoral people were still organized into tribes and the con-
tinued subjection of dispersed and physically active herdsmen was
ensured by public punishments of purposeful brutality.

Tibet’s herdsmen, moreover, had long lost all the patriarchal
independence existing for example in the Middle East, in which the
tribal chief, while himself oppressing, would also defend his kinsmen
against the feudal power of town and manor or lead them periodically
to raid these centres of wealth. Its pastoral tribes had become the
collective serfs of town-based aristocrats and in particular the lama-
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series. Their headmen, changed each three years at the masters’ will,
were underlings whose own share in the proceeds of exploitation was
conditioned on their guaranteeing tribal corvée and taxes to their
overlords.?

The herdsmen, or drok-pa, lived in black yak-hair tents, and wore
nothing but sheepskins which also served them as bedding. They
moved between the hereditary summer and winter pastures which
traditionally “belonged’” to their tribes, but in fact had long since
become mere subdivisions of pastoral estates. The yaks and sheep
they tended belonged overwhelmingly to the lords.

Many worked under the gyemei-shimei system, according to
which herds and flocks originally “‘entrusted” to them, or to their
ancestors, had to be kept unchanged in number, and any increase, after
corvée and tax were met, was supposed to accrue to the herdsmen,
But in fact, in old Tibet, less than one in five had any animals of his
own. This was because many ‘“‘entrusted”’ herds had in fact dwindled,
or even had died out altogether. In such cases the deficit, or the entire
value of the defunct herd, turned into crippling debt with interest so
heavy that the sum doubled every few years reaching fantastic figures.
Intentionally unrepayable, this burden reduced the debtors, the herds-
man and all his descendants, to permanent slaves.

The depletion of livestock was the result not of neglect or im-
providence by the herdsman but of the load of exploitation on his
back. Required to turn in large quantities of butter for tribute, he had
to use most of the milk for this purpose, robbing young calves of food.
Mature animals were often lost in blizzards as there were no winter
shelters, from disease as there were no veterinary services, or while
doing transport corvée in which many fell to their deaths from icy
mountain tracks or perished from fatigue. And every loss, regardless
of circumstance, was debited to the herdsman.

He himself, with his family, lived in summer largely on whey and
in winter on dried curds. Almost his only meat was from beasts that
had perished from injury or illness. Grain, which had to be bought,
was rare or absent in his diet; his substitute was indigestible grass-
seed eaten as gruel or used to thicken, when that was available, a soup
boiled down from cracked bones. Butter-tea, the nutritious ‘““Tibetan
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national drink’ so suited to the high altitude, was beyond the pastoral
serf's dreams. A noble or high cleric might consume 30-40 bowls a
day of this rich brew. Most herdsmen simulated it by a decoction of
wild leaves topped by a paper-thin film of butter which they blew
aside carefully as they drank, to make it last.

Life was maximally insecure. For loss of animals, the pasture-
dwellers faced not only fines but flogging, mutilation or death. De-
fencelessness against nature often made even ordinary illnesses or in-
juries fatal. Children died frequently. Old people were rare. Urder
the serf system, both people and herds decreased in the high
grasslands.

In 1955, a wealthy Lhasa-dwelling herdowner aristocrat told me
without reserve of his absentee exactions from his herdsmen, which
seemed to him quite normal. He had not visited his pastures for years
but collected tribute through bailiffs. Each of his pastoral serf house-
holds took care of 21 yaks and was responsible for churning the butter
obtained from them. Four times a year, they had to load tribute butter
on a pack train of 6o mules and provide, as unpaid corvée, drovers
for the 15-day trek to Lhasa. Twenty tons of butter were thus annually
delivered. They were kept in a warehouse attached to the aristocrat’s
town residence, and sold on the Lhasa market. (“It’s best to sell at
times of shortage, when prices are at peak,” the noble explained with
pride in his management). Stored in yak-hide bags, the butter was
supposedly edible for 12 months, but sometimes deteriorated earlier.
If so, it was disposed of at lower rates for use in butter lamps or for
softening leather.

Besides direct seizure of their products and labour as tribute or
for debt, Tibet’s herdsmen were exploited through forced trade. The
merchants were in fact the same lords of the pasture, with feudal
power over their “customers.”” Herdsmen recalled to me how they
were ordered to “‘buy”’ a handful of imported Indian sweets (15 pieces)
and forced to pay a whole sheep for them the next season. For an
aluminium cooking pot the price was a yak. A brick of pressed tea
cost twice as much in the pastures as in Lhasa. A small loaf of sugar,
bought cheaply in India, would be charged to the herdsmen at ten
times the Lhasa price, ot the equivalent of five lambskins. This was
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not simply “‘exploitation of the pastures by the towns™ as it has been
somewhat abstractly described. More concretely, it was the exploita-
tion of the serf herdsmen by the Tibetan ruling class, and in the case
of export products like wool, by world capitalism as well. In such
compulsory and unequal trade, even those herdsmen who had managed
to acquire a few animals could quickly lose them.

* * *

The herdsman’s lot, like the peasant’s, was bettered somewhat
after the peaceful liberation year 1951. China’s central government and
the PLA paid fairly for work on the roads and for men and animals
hired for transport. They never used corvée, though this was offered
by the feudal local regime. They gave free medical and veterinary
service, and interest-free or low-interest loans to the pastoral poor.
Particularly after 1954, when the trunk highways came in, state trade
opened up good markets for wool and hides, and provided low-priced
consumer goods. But the Tibetan ruling class, controlling both local
political power and the bulk of pastoral produce, was able to frustrate
many of these measures, or turn them to its own profit. For the
herdsmen, another aspect of the PLA’s presence was far more impor-
tant. It was the idea, conveyed silently and through example, that
things could be different. Thus was implanted the desire to make
them so.

Desire became reality in 1959, following the quelling of the serf-
owner revolt. The democratic reform, as practised in the pastures, had
some special features of its own.

The “three againsts” were the same as in Tibet’s agricultural
areas, that is, the reactionary rebellion, personal servitude and corvée
labour were brought to an end. And rebels’ herds and flocks, like
their farming estates, were confiscated and parcelled out to the poor.

But where pastoral lords had not rebelled, instead of com-
pensated distribution as with farmland, the policy adopted was ‘“‘dual
benefit to herdsmen and owners.”

Politically, it was a united front policy. Economically, it took
account of the fact that unlike land, which is purely a means of pro-
duction, livestock are also a means of consumption. Land is indestruct-
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ible. But a herd can be wiped out through slaughter or dispersal by
one man in one day, even if that person is not basically hostile but
only briefly confused by rumours or misunderstanding. Damaged
tields can yield the next year. Destroyed herds annihilate both present
sustenance and future production. Hence, in the interests of the people
and the revolution, the transformation of the pastoral economy had
to be accompanied by its conservation, or there would be nothing left
to transform.

Under the *““dual benefit” policy, the ownership of the livestock
continued as before, and it was cared for by the same herdsmen
(though grazing grounds were now public property). But the herd-
owner no longer owned the herdsmen. He lost all feudal power over the
man who, freed of old debts, was no longer liable for loss of animals
through natural causes and, being no longer a setf, could demand a
wage. Labour was now paid for — generally in animals, say half the
newborn young, and by an agreed part of the products — milk, wool,
and so on. Both worker and owner, in this new relationship, had a
direct interest in the preservation and increase of the herds. This
was facilitated by rapidly growing veterinary and other services.

Improvement of income and livelihood, moreover, was accelerat-
ed by the replacement of feudal by state trade, with higher prices paid
for pastoral products and lower prices charged for goods brought in.
In Tibet in 1965, I found that manufactures from the rest of China
were priced much the same in Lhasa as in Beijing. And in the
pastures, with a local inequality eliminated, they cost much the same
as in Lhasa. For by then the new state-trade network, with more than
160 depots in the region, was supplemented by 8oo supply and market-
ing co-operatives reaching down to villages and pastoral camps. They
bought up local products, and sold those from elsewhere. Prices in-
cluded a small handling charge enabling the trading units to meet local
costs. But there was no middleman profiteering.

Thus, by 1965, the old relations in the grasslands had changed
from feudal servitude to free individual herding, and in certain cases
to the employment by some of the paid labour of others. Did this
mean that even when socialist measures were adopted in urban and
agricultural Tibet capitalism would proliferate in the pastures? No,
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we were told, these were not the dynamics. Firstly, socialist state
power, socialist trade and growing socialist awareness among the
people blocked that road. Secondly, as animals grew in number, and
those belonging to the once impoverished herdsmen increased more
rapidly than those belonging to the old herdowners, an economic con-
tradiction arose that propelled things in a different direction.

The former poor, helped by government loans, were forming
herdsmen’s mutual-aid teams. By 1965, there were 4,503 of these
(1,581 year-round, the rest seasonal), embracing half of Tibet’s stock-
raisers. Their members no longer needed to work for the herdowners.
Nor did they want to, as they had more and more of their own
livestock to take care of. For example, a mutual-aid team in Nagqu,
whose members had owned virtually no animals in 1959, began with
per capita ownership of 12 animals in 1960 as a result of the division of
rebels” herds. And this figure had increased to 28 animals per head
in 1965.

By then, the herdowners were finding it ever more difficult to
hire extra manpower. Instead, they were compelled to adapt to the
growing collective sector of the economy. They could apply for
membership in the teams, but could not dominate them since the
Party exercised leadership and the poor herdsmen were increasingly
organized and class conscious. Or they could arrange to pay the
teams to care for their animals. This, however, was no longer an
employer-employee relationship but a contractual one with an early
stage collective. By 1965, it had almost entirely displaced direct
employment of individual herdsmen by owners. And a team, unlike
an individual, could not be pressed by poverty, or by past personal
connection, to accept terms they deemed unfavourable.

Finally, there was a third alternative. Herdowners could ask
to become participants in joint state-private stock-farms (investing
their animals as shares). Here again, they could still have profit,
but not control.

In all cases the socialist economy was in the superior position.
It could get along without the owners, but not vice versa. If it
allowed a certain gradualness in collectivization, this was for the peo-
ple’s long-range benefit, not because of the herdowners’ strength.
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In terms of class power, the decisive thing was that the state
at all levels expressed the political supremacy of the ex-serfs and
slaves, who supported the Communist Party’s policies and were in-
creasingly joining it as members. Socialist economic transformation,
although gradual, was thus irresistible. In 1965, other parts of China,
after similar steps, already had pastoral communes. In Tibet these
came some years later.

In China as a whole, most pastoral areas are peopled by minority
nationalities. Early impatience could have given the reactionaries
within these ethnic groups a chance to exploit memories of past op-
pression by the Han ruling class, and thus sway middle elements, and
even some labouring people, with specious appeals for ‘“defending
national tradition” (meaning their own exploitation). Even more
care than elsewhere, therefore, was taken in pastoral Tibet to isolate
and strike at only the main obstacles to progress at each period, and
to win over the majority. Above all, work was done to help the
former poor and oppressed, the indispensable main force, to realize
through education and their own experience that they were the real
body of each nationality and their interests, both national and class,
lay in revolution, alongside China’s other working folk.

* * *

In Tibet’s democratic revolution, its working herdsmen also
came to realize that they could act boldly and effectively upon nature,
once regarded as the domain of gods and demons.

An example was the fight against grassland pests. The prairie
rat, one of Tibet’s worst, used to be held in superstitious awe. To
kill one, even accidentally, was to risk being reborn as an animal
oneself. So these rodents multiplied by the million, both destroying
grass and ruining underground drainage. By 1965 large-scale exter-
mination drives, using poison and other means, were common and
popular.

The rapid-breeding prairie caterpillar, another devastating pest
which it had been considered ‘‘sinful” to crush, was being combated
with insecticide sprayers instead of prayers. The People’s Govern-
ment provided special funds for this battle.
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Cattle plague, anthrax, foot-and-mouth disease and other ail-
ments of cattle and sheep, formerly “fought” largely by paying lamas
for incantations, were being brought under control. Tibet by 1965
had research stations, vaccine factories and a network of veterinary
centres and points reaching down from the region, through the 71
counties, down to the districts and subdistricts. In addition to
graduate vets, herdsmen had been trained to give inoculations and
take other measures of prevention and treatment. Nine million doses
of vaccine were administered in that year (compared with 300,000 in
the eight years 1951-59).

These measutes were supplemented by better breeding, many-
sided government help, Tibet’s first cultivation of fodder crops and
mutual aid in natural disasters. Sufferers from the latter, with their
herds, were freely welcomed as guests in pastures once jealously held
at gunpoint by each clan. The result of these changes was that
livestock mortality ratio in Tibet fell by 70 per cent between 1959 and
1965.

* * *

My talks with herdsmen in 1955 and 1965, ten years apart, gave a
sense of two different social and mental worlds.

In 1955, at Yangbajain, north of Lhasa, the first skin-clad, tangle-
locked yak-herd we approached fled from the sight of us and our
cameras. He feared the wrath of the lords, “Did you get permission
from the headman?” was his first frightened question when we caught
up with him. The presence with us of a kashag official complete with
gawu (turquoise encrusted charm box worn as a headpiece by nobles)
did not help matters. It was some time before we found another
dweller in black tents, not one of the poorest, who after whispering
with the official agreed to talk. Though he put as good a face on
the situation as he could, he still revealed much. Grazing cattle for
Drepung lamasery, to which his clan belonged, he had few of his
own. The first money he had ever used came into his hands only
with the building of the highway, when he began to sell an occasional
animal to the workers and milk and butter to travellers. When
driving yaks to Lhasa, a seven-day journey for him compared to the
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four hours we had taken by jeep, he paid with meat and with yak-
hair sacks woven by his family for his few purchases there. (He had
not, for instance, bought any item of clothing for a year.) About
conditions of servitude it was impossible to ask then.? Since he was
clearly nervous, we could not talk long.

In 1965 we saw Yangbajain again. It was no longer just a
group of scattered tents. A neat settlement of whitewashed buildings
with gleaming metal roofs had sprung up, complete with road station
inn, truck park and gasoline stores. Herdsmen came here to sell
their products, buy their needs, get their animals treated free by vets,
and sometimes a quick meal or glass of beer in the roadhouse.

Seventy kilometres on, in the pastures of Damxung, we came
upon old Namgyal. Neither we nor our accompanying cadres
embarrassed him in the least. After a few words, he waved us to
sit down beside him on the short grass. His weatherbeaten look,
and the sheepskin he wore, gave him an outer appearance not unlike
that of the herders we had met in 1955. But very different was his
manner, and the man himself.

Without a shade of obsequiousness, peering reflectively over his
cigarette, Namgyal answered all the questions we put. He told us
about the twelve corvée services and deliveries he had been bound
to perform for Sera lamasery before the democratic reform, but no
longer, about the debts he had owed that were now cancelled, and
about his present consumption of tea, which in the old society he had
never drunk. Before 1959, he had had no animals, and from the few
yaks under his charge could take only some milk and hair. Now
he owned several yaks and sheep. So did all the 26 households in
his clan, 21 of them formerly propertyless like himself.

“Any other changes?” I asked. Namgyal gave a vigorous nod
and counted them. “We can cut firewood on hillsides, which the
lamas used to forbid as holy. Pastures are allotted fairly, we do
that ourselves. There are no robbers or raiders any more. No
animal has had anthrax for years.”

But most of all, as he warmed up, the old man spoke of the
gains of mutual aid.

“If a family looked after four kinds of stock in the old days, one
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person was needed for each kind, even if it was just one animal. Now
we put all the yaks together, and the sheep together, and pick the best
men to take care of each lot. With no more corvée, there’s time
and labour to spare for sidelines. Our team earns money by cutting
firewood, making pulo cloth and yak-hair rope, and doing transport.
We've set apart 40 yaks, instead of the only six so used in our clan
before, to transport salt from the northern lakes. All this means good
earnings on top of what we get from butter sold to the state.” (While
he gave no figures we had heard elsewhere of a pastoral mutual-aid
team which increased its per capita income from such sidelines eight-
fold from 1960 to 1964.)

“In the herds,” Namgyal continued, “we used to mix male and
female animals at random. Now we separate them, breed from the
the best, and put salt on the vaginas of cows and ewes to make sure
they’re mated. We have guns against the wolves; our young men
have shot so many that they’'ve become rare. Calves and lambs get
much better care, someone stays with them day and night. We've
built sheds for protection in blizzards.”

An onrush of wind and cloud, typical of the sharp weather
changes on the high plateau, suddenly darkened the sunny pasture
and brought the temperature down by perhaps 20 degrees. Namgyal,
with a habitual gesture, pulled his sheepskin over his bare chest and
shoulders. We shivered. Noticing this, he invited us to go a short
distance to the house he had received in the reform. A low structure
of turf and stone, its inner walls coated with shiny black pitch de-
posited over years by smoke from the yak-dung fire, it was never-
theless orderly and neat. Presiding over it was his wife, a tall sturdy
woman about his own age but rounded and ebullient by contrast with
his spare, sinewy, and somewhat slow strength.

Around their hearth we learned that, though he wore the herds-
man’s traditional sheepskins over his bare body at work, Namgyal had
purchased a thick winter coat and a Tibetan cloth gown and trousers
for special occasions. ‘““That’s all I need for myself but I've bought
quite a lot of cloth at the state stores for my wife, son and daughter-
in-law,” he said.
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Soon the warming sun re-emerged after the brief squall. We
made ready to go. When I photographed Namgyal and his wife at
their door, his weatherbeaten face softened and he took her hand in
his. Her smile was young. At an age when, as serfs, they would
have been preparing for early and abandoned death, it was plain
that they saw their life as a new beginning.

Then we jeeped straight over the grassland to a mountainside
encampment. Black tents were scattered just below the rise. Sheep
grazed around them, and on the slopes, sure-footed yaks were visible
right up to the high peaks, some looking from afar like flies on the
almost sheer mountain walls. Yaks, we were told, do not have to
be rounded up. Scattering in ones, twos and threes, they have an
old bull as leader and when he heads for home, the rest follow.

In the camp, the men wore only sheepskins as did most of the
women whose faces were daubed with ochre or pitch, an old customary
protection from over-exposure to the sun. Sheepskins lay in most
of the tents for seats and bedding. But some contained carpets.
Grandmas dandled infants. Old men twisted hair or wool ropes.
Younger women did the milking, fed gruel to tiny lambs and calves
from yak-horn flasks, and worked at gurgling butter churns. Small
boys whirled wool slings over their heads, trying with round pebbles
for distance and accuracy. At every tent entrance, whey dripped
from wool bags containing cottage cheese for immediate consumption
and curds to be dried for winter. The people looked cheerful and
well fed. The animals were many and fat.

In my mind’s eye as I watched them was another place, very
far away but with both landscape and people strikingly similar (in
physique, dances, designs, occupations) to those of Tibet. It was
the high grassy plateau in the U.S. state of New Mexico, where in
the late 1940’s I had seen and talked to Navajo Indians. The U.S.
at the time was dumping its agricultural surpluses to forestall revolu-
tions in scores of foreign lands. But many old people and children,
among the Navajos were sickening and dying of nutritional deficier-
cies. The government agency involved, the Bureau of Indian
Affairs, had only one remedy to suggest. Since the Navajos’ sheep
and goats had increased beyond the grazing capacity of the scrubby
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pastures to which their lands had been reduced, it recommended that
they kill part of their stock to avoid ruining this narrow basis of
their livelihood. Capitalism, from its beginning to its imperialist de-
velopment, had brought first massacre, then confinement and finally
a blind alley to these original Americans — in the world’s richest
country. Yet in Tibet the earliest step toward socialism — with the
aid of the rest of China, in all parts still infinitely poorer than the
U.S. — had already removed the social obstacles and disabilities of a
pastoral minority, brought growth in place of diminution to their
population and their herds and put them on the road forward.

In Tibet in 1965, the working people, equal as citizens of China,
masters of their local affairs, were developing their own resources
on their own land with aid from all her 8co million people.

Stan Steiner wrote in the New Yotk Nation on May 22, 1964,
just before my second visit to Tibet, that the U.S. Public Health Setvice
counted U.S. Indian life-expectancy as 42 years, compared to 62 for
the U.S. population as a whole (higher for whites alone) and infant
mortality made up 21 per cent of Indian deaths, as compared to six
pet cent for all Americans. In Tibet, life expectancy was rapidly
rising and infant mortality declining to approach the countrywide
level. This was at a time of external slanders about ‘“‘genocide” in
Tibet!

In my mind’s eye, too, were the pastures I had seen, only a few
months earlier, in China’s Inner Mongolian Autonomous Region, then
completing its 18th year of national autonomy (set up under Com-
munist leadership even before the liberation of the whole country).
There, former nomads already had settled bases. Winter fodder
was grown on tractor-ploughed farms, sheep were sheared by electric-
ity, many pastures had artesian wells or other powered irrigation.
Stock-raising counties and even districts had wool and hide processing
factories and dried-milk plants. Inner Mongolians from pastoral homes
worked at various levels in the region’s huge iron and steel complex
in Baotou, and the modern textile, farm and ranch machinery plants
at Huhehot, and attended Inner Mongolia’s Autonomous Region
University. Herdsmen and shepherds in the broad open spaces sat
on their horses listening to transistor radios and, having plenty of
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time to think, discussed with us very perceptively the things they
heard. Though the background was serfdom as in Tibet (but abolish-
ed some ten years earlier), the level of education and prosperity was
already higher than in many provinces in inner China.

Here were some things pastoral Tibet could do as well.



CHAPTER 23

PASTURE PATHS TO SOCIALISM

In 1976 ninety per cent of Tibet’s pastoral as well as agricultural
people were organized in communes.

Going north from Lhasa, we stopped once again at Yangbajain.
From the few tents of 1955 and the highway station and supply depot
of 1965, it had turned into a busy small town. Its services to the
grasslands and facilities for passing traffic had expanded (scores of
trucks were parked by the station and we counted over a hundred
others moving along the road) Tibet’s first geothermal power plant
was being built in Yangbajain.

We drove on, always in sight of the semi-encircling snow-capped
rim of the Nyaingéngtanglha range, to Damxung County — 12,000
square kilometres of mountains and pastures at a mean altitude of
4,200 metres above sea level. The population, which had grown by a
third in a decade, was about 23,000; its density less than two persons
(but more than 50 grazing livestock) to the square kilometre.

Socially there has been a further great change since that which
old Namgyal had so graphically described in 1965. By then the en-
serfed tribes people under the Lhasa lamaseries had become individ-
ual-owner-herdsmen, politically and economically liberated, operating
mainly in mutual-aid teams. By 1976, Damxung was subdivided into
29 far-flung communes, each with several teams as herding units. They
pastured 620,000 animals,! almost thirty to each person, an increase
of more than a half in the past ten years.
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In 1955 and 1965, Damxung still had no industries to speak of.
In 1976 these included a hydroelectric plant, farm machine factory,
sulphur and peat mines run by the county. Communes and teams had
set up wood and metal workshops, lime kilns and brickworks. Most
of the herdspeople had acquired settled dwellings apart from their
yak-hair tents. There were water-driven mills, potteries and handicraft
groups that made basketry, pack-saddles and clothes.

Mechanization in animal husbandry was still embryonic. The 29
communes owned between them seven trucks and 12 tractors, a number
that might be negligible elsewhere but was meaningful in pastoral
Tibet. More widespread was the progress represented by the fact
that almost every producing unit had large horse-carts with rubber-
tyred wheels running on ballbearings, hand-cranked cream separators
and butter churns of stainless steel, of which the local supply station
had sold hundreds in the previous year. In 1965 we had seen no carts
and all churns were of the traditional wooden, plunger type.

The five pastoral production teams we visited were using electric
power from small generators, sufficient for running small machines
and for illumination.

All but three of Damxung’s communes had access to motor roads,
with public buses running to some. In 1965 we had seen motor traffic
only on the trunk Qinghai-Tibet Highway.

Medical developments were quite striking. (The Damxung
county hospital is described in the chapter ““‘Battle for Health™.)

The wide availability of veterinary service could be judged from
a visit to one of the five district stations in Damxung. Under it were
65 of the county’s 300 modern, traditional and “barefoot” vets. In
1975, this station alone, we were informed, had given 300,000 treat-
ments, trained many herdsmen and herdswomen in elementary tech-
niques, and sent some for further study in the county. Prevention and
prophylaxis had virtually eliminated foot-and-mouth disease, rinder-
pest, anthrax and bovine pneumonia. Besides internationally used
vaccines and drugs, traditional herbal draughts and acupuncture were
widely employed. Vets, both professional and *barefoot”, helped
in the improvement of breeds by artificial insemination. As a result
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of these many-sided efforts, the quality, rate of survival and health
of livestock had greatly improved.

One of the county’s two Party secretaries was himself a graduate
veterinary surgeon. He was Gong Dasi, a Han who had come from
Shanghai in 1959, had become fluent in the language, married a Tibet-
an wife and was affectionately known as Gong Tashi, a Tibetanized
version of his name. Many other cadres in the pastures had various
degrees of veterinary training. In spring when animal diseases were
prevalent they carried veterinary kits with them wherever they went.

In education, in place of the formerly almost universal illiteracy,
73 per cent of Damxung’s children were attending schools. Four of
these were state schools run by the county, and §5 were “people’s
schools” run by communes and teams with governmental assistance.
Some 10,000 people, about two-thirds of those above school age, wete
involved in adult education.

There were 132 small lending libraries and reading rooms in
Damxung, and 120 newspaper groups in which those who could read
relayed the news, often in work-breaks, to those who could not.
Films were shown by seven mobile projection teams. There was a
county broadcasting station with 16 wired broadcast units — which re-
layed the main programmes and filled in with their own local ones.
Amateur theatrical and song-and-dance teams which wrote many of
their own scripts, largely on current local themes, had over 600 mem-
bers.

Tibetans held 6o per cent of county-grade cadre posts and 8o per
cent of the district ones. Commune and team cadres were all
Tibetans. Women office-holders included a deputy Party secretary
and vice-head of the county revolutionary committee. Overall,
however, only one-tenth of the cadres were women.

All the above figures were given us by Party secretary Gong
Tashi.

The Revolutionary Committee vice-chairperson, Drolma, who
was in her thirties described to us Damxung’s transition from pastoral
mutual-aid teams to communes.

The teams organized in the early 1960’s were based on private
property acquired by the herdsmen when the herds of rebel serfowners
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(mainly the big lamaseries) were divided. A team had 30 households
at most, sometimes as few as three. As in agriculture, mutual aid was
an advance on the past, she said, but could not prevent renewed polar-
ization — or the re-appearance of exploitation. Poorer herdsmen
when short of grain borrowed it from still well-to-do herdowners,
pledging their own cattle as security. Some, in this way, lost the
animals shared out to them in the democratic reform.

In the face of this situation, the policy of *“no division of non-
rebel herdowner property, no definition of class” in the herding areas
had been changed. Its original political purpose, uniting all possible
forces against the rebellion and the serf system, was said to have
outlived its day. Now the main struggle was seen as one between
the road of socialism — the way to prosperity for the vast majority —
and that of capitalism. Accordingly, a mass movement was launched,
new class lines were drawn and corresponding action was taken.

Persons whose income came 75 per cent or more from exploitation
were classed as herdowners; their animals were confiscated except for
a number equivalent to the average holding of a poor herdsman.? If
exploited income accounted for 20 to 75 per cent, they were defined
as rich herdsmen; their animals were bought out, but they could re-
purchase the average holding of a middle herdsman. If exploitation
was under 30 per cent they were middle herdsmen; their property was
not touched.

Poor herdsmen, those who lived entirely by their own labour, had
everything to gain from socialism. They were taken as the moving
force and mainstay of the subsequently organized communes. Middle
herdsmen were equally entitled to membership, and every effort was
made to unite them to the poor. Rich herdsmen could only be
admitted individually if the poor consented, and could not hold lead-
ing positions. Ex-herdowners were admitted last, subject to similar
approval, and without voting rights.?> Their labour, however, was paid
for like anyone else’s on the principle “to each according to his work.”

The communes, besides being collective economic units, were
grass-roots organs of political power. In Tibet in 1976, to give effect
to this dual function, each had its “Eight Big Organizations”, namely:
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1. The Communist Party Committee, in overall leadership;
2. The Revolutionary Committee, the executive body;

3. 'The Poor Herdsmen’s Association;

4. The Communist Youth League Committee;

s. The Women’s Association;

6. The Militia;

7. The Security Committee; and

8. The Mediation Committee.

All cadres at the commune level and officers of the eight organi-
zations were Tibetans overwhelmingly of serf or slave origins.

The point of lasting significance is that even without them the
situation was already light-years removed from the situation up to
1959 when Damxung’s hetdsmen were serfs of their monastic lords,
and could be whipped, crippled, flogged, skinned alive or killed out-
right by overseers and headmen; when there were only half as many
animals, and 70 per cent belonged directly to the lords; and when the
people were loaded with innumerable labour-service obligations and
endless debts.

By 1976 all communes in Damxung were described as of
the advanced type, in which pastures and cattle were collectively
owned and managed. The collective ownership was on two levels,
commune and team, with the latter as the basic accounting unit. The
state was helping the communes with an annual grant of 750,000 yuan,
plus 130,000 yuan from a special fund for ‘‘assistance to pastoral
areas.”

Instead of the old problem of too few animals, and those few
monopolized by the manorial lords, a new one had arisen. Collective
herds had increased so much that there was a shortage of grass, and
more risk of disease because of greater density of animals, we were
told.

From 1973, with the communes uniting their efforts, the Damxung
people began to radically improve their pastures. The model at the
time was the Wuchengchao pastoral commune in Inner Mongolia. In
1974-76 the county, with barely 23,000 people, put 2.1 million man-days
into this undertaking, an average of about 93 days per head of the
population. Over 200 kilometres of watercourses were built. Irrigated
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Artesian well irrigates pas-
tures at Phampo State Farm.

Milk separators are replacing
wooden churns in the
grasslands.




Pastoral Tibetans resemble American
Indians.

Medicinal dip for cattle,
Damxung pasture, 1976.
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In old Tibet, serf children worked
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ANCIENT ARTS

Traditional
painter, 1955.

Carved wood supports,
including sphinx-like
figures with lions’
heads.




SPORTS, NEW AND OLD

Archers before the Potala in 1955 in ceremonial Farm worker highjumps at rural fair in
contest. 1965.

Ex-serf at end of horseback race —at pre-harvest
festival fair, Loka prefecture, 1965. Former slave at Ong-kor fair, 1965.




CULTURE AND SCIENCE

Yusi, Tibetan singer, on rural
tour, 1965.

High-altitude meteorology is
now well-developed in Tibet.
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pastures were extended by 13,300 hectares. Another 10,000 hectares
were enclosed to improve and conserve grass for winter use (only
female animals suckling their young were allowed to graze there).
Thousands of brackish ponds were filled up. Though Damxung’s short
frost-free period limits the growing of grain for human consumption,
it was planted on 430 hectares for use semi-ripe as nutritious silage.

Very important in these undertakings was the fight against
superstition.

A big lake near Damxung had been personified in legend as the
“concubine of the Nyaingéntanglha”, the eerily beautiful slate-blue,
snowcapped mountain range that fringes these grasslands on the north.
The commune members decided to breach this lake to irrigate the
pastures. Hostile elements started a whispering campaign “The
Nyaingéntanglha will be angered and Damxung will be wiped out.”
Some people with old thinking wavered. But most of the herdsmen,
after studying Mao Zedong’s The Foolish Old Man W ho Removed the
Mountains, gained courage — and the job was done.

Another nearby lake, Nam Co, was full of fish traditionally not
caught or eaten because they were reputedly “water gods’’. But one
year when there was a shortage of grass, the Party called on the people
to make fish-meal to nourish the weakened livestock. Again, there
were prophets of doom. Again the result was success; the animals
regained strength and put on flesh. Now Nam Co was fished regularly,
by a team of women, another victory over the old thinking. Lagendo
Commune, which we visited, prepared ten tons of fish meal in 1976.

Lagendo, in the past, had a “poison stream’; scores of animals
that drank from it died each year. The monks told the people this was
divine punishment for their sins. But in the movement to learn from
Dazhai, the stream was put on the list of evils to be wiped out. Party
members and activists had the water tested. It was found to contain
mercury. In the spring of 1972, with some snow still on the ground, the
battle began. Commune members, young and old, plunged thigh-deep
into the ice-cold tainted stream. Outstanding among the workers was
Namsey, assistant Party secretary of the commune, a small wiry man
of around 50 who had once been a poor monk of Sera monastery. By
removing large amounts of earth and rock, the stream was merged
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with other waters, which diluted the mercury content to a harmless
proportion.

Namsey looked much like old Namgyal the herdsman we had
talked to in Damxung in 1965, but was more developed in his socialist
thinking. A pastoral serf’s son, he had been put in the temple because
his parents were too poor to feed him. In 1959, returning to lay life
he was allotted 18 yaks, a horse and furniture in the democratic reform.
But Namsey did not choose to “go it alone”. He joined a mutual-aid
team, which chose him as head. Later he entered the Party and was
among the first local herdsmen to opt for a commune.

Gyatso, the vice-chairman, was only 34. His family, though
beggars destitute of animals, had still been subject to corvée and poll
tax — and obliged each year to deliver 29 sacks of dried yak manure,
20 loads of firewood and the price of one sheep in money, to the
pasture lords. In the reform 12 yaks, a horse and other property were
allotted to Gyatso. Attending night school for six years he became
literate and politically active. He told us that one of his brothers, sent
for five years to the Tibet Nationalities Institute at Xianyang, had
returned to become a district Party secretary.

In Tibet, most pastoral communes were formed after the agricul-
tural ones, mainly in the years 1970-72, and were like those we saw on
our last visit to Damxung.

* * *

Some of the economic and social measures of the 1970’s — the ac-
celeration of changes in relations of production before the forces of
production had risen to the maximum under the arrangements of the
1960’s and the political re-definition of friendly and hostile classes —
were condemned as unnecessary and divisive, and hence repealed in
the relaxation of policies in Tibet in 1980. What I describe here are
the things seen and brought to our attention in 1976.

In the years since then, there has been a new emphasis on econom-
ic accounting and material reward for better-than-average work in
the pastures of Tibet, as in the rest of China. In October 1978, one of
Damxung’s pastoral communes at Gyakundo was publicly praised for
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sticking to a production responsibility system called “the five fixed
quotas and one bonus”.

The five fixed quotas covered: the number of persons assigned
to each pastoral task, the number of animals taken care of by each
team, the pasture area for each herd or flock, measure of pasturing
management, targets for natural increase, and sales to the state. The
bonus was given for overfulfilment.

Previously, under the influence of what was now seen as an
“ultra-Left” trend, all such arrangements had been stigmatized as
“bourgeois” or “putting material gain in command”. In Gyakundo
Commune this rejection had not been as total as in other areas but
also had considerable effect. Gyakundo Commune had given way
to the extent of abolishing the bonus. But it held tight to the five
quotas and in 1975, even before the overthrow of the “‘gang of four”,
had restored the bonus as well.

By 1978 the system was being commended as a sound application
of the socialist principle of “to each according to his labour”. It was
credited with the increase of Gyakundo Commune’s animals by 43 per
cent, and of its members’ income by 87 per cent, in the eight years
after its founding in 1970.

For the pastoral people of Damxung County as a whole, a 20
per cent increase of per capita income, from 114 yuan to 136 yuan, was
reported for 1978 as compared to 1977. One factor was the increase
in purchase prices paid by the state for pastoral products. For butter
alone, this added 100,000 yuan to the receipts of Damxung’s commune
members. Also adding to income was the expansion of sideline occu-
pations, mainly still handicraft, in the pastoral economy.

Amdo County in the north, with 1,180,000 animals in 1977, re-
ported even better results than Damxung: a 26 per cent increase in
the four years from 1973 to 1977, with an annual rate of 6.5 per cent.

All communes there were using carts, improved milk separators
and butter churns operated by wind and water power. Some had
bought hand tractors, film projectors, and small machinery for
workshops.

It should be noted that stockbreeding in Tibet has benefited from
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the preferential tax treatment given to national minority areas, in
which most of China’s pastures are located.

Exempted from all taxation are young animals, stud and draught
animals, those used in scientific experiments, herdsmen’s mounts, pack
animals and all others legally kept by commune members for their own
use — also domestic animals in farm households. (After 1980, the
number of animals owned and cared for by individuals was no longer
restricted.)

Pastoral communes and teams hit by natural calamities had long
enjoyed tax reductions or exemptions depending on the degree of loss.

From 1980, under new policies for Tibet then adopted, 4l taxes
on stockbreeding as well as farming were suspended for two years.
Compulsory quotas for sales of their products to the state were lifted.
Vehicles used in these branches of the economy were exempted from
road tolls. Processing and sales of pastoral and farm products, wheth-
er by collectives or individuals, were freed from industrial and com-
mercial taxes for the same period. For products voluntarily sold to it,
the state raised its purchase prices, while those it charged for industrial
goods were further reduced.

For the building of reservoirs and other public works, there were
to be no mobilizations.

The government has made grants to stockbreeding areas to
expand their herds and improve livelihood. Tibet receives many mil-
lions of yuan in such allocations each year, and it was recently decreed
that they should be increased by 10 per cent each year up to 1985.

The state also helps bring science to the pastures. In Tibet, an
integrated system of pasture irrigation, manuring, elimination of pests
and poison grass, and the planting of improved strains is being worked
out. In the late 1970’s sheep had begun to be grouped in flocks of 500,
each with winter shelters (including special sheds for lambs) and cattle
in herds of 100, similarly provided. Each flock or herd under this
arrangement was required to have a special enclosed pasture of 600
hectares. Each herding base was to build a guaranteed water supply
and use some machinery. How these concrete provisions were affected
by the relaxation of policies in 1980 was not yet clear to the author at
the time of writing.
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State investments in small factories in communes and production
teams were increased. The regional government undertook to pay all
expenses of primary and middle schools in communes and teams.

One general purpose of these relaxations, lifting of burdens and
grants in aid, was to enliven all non-exploitative channels of rural-
pastoral-handicrafts exchange, big or small, some of which had been
blocked by “ultra-Left” policies or over-rigid planning, and thus to
spur the initiative and prosperity of both collectives and individuals.

Finally, in Tibet, there was to be greater stress on stockbreeding
than in the previous period — when increased cultivation of grain, and
particularly of wheat, had been too one-sidedly emphasized. Tibet is
primarily pastoral and even its farm areas are partly so — a pattern
determined by its natural conditions. Animal products are an indis-
pensable part of its food, clothing and shelter, its industrial raw ma-
terial base, and its trade with the rest of China and with abroad. In
its socialist modernization and the bettering of its people’s livelihood,
the pastoral economy is and will be a basic factor — a key potential
for improvement and growth.

In the meantime, alongside the economic measures, technical and
scientific aid to animal husbandry is being stepped up further.

Breeds are being improved. In 1977-78 Tibet bred 378,000 semi-
fine wool sheep with fleeces 2.5 times the weight of those of the old
coarse-wool sheep (still valuable mainly for carpet wool). To help in
such work, 250 artificial insemination stations have been set up in the
region, and a thousand technicians trained. According to a Xinhua
News Agency dispatch in 1980, foreign breeds of sheep successfully
adapted to Tibet’s conditions included Australasia and New Zealand,
Leicesters and Tsigai sheep from the Soviet Union.

In Qinghai Province, with high-plateau conditions similar to those
in Tibet frozen semen from Hereford bulls has been used to impreg-
nate yak cows, producing fine beef cattle endowed with the fast-
growth characteristics of the sire stock and the endurance and ability
to exist on coarse fare of the dam. Yak and yak-hybrid beef from
Qinghai is already finding an appreciative market as far away as
Hong Kong. This may augur a new day for Tibetan cattle-raising and
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meat production. Directly adapted to Tibet were Simmenpal cattle
from Switzerland.

Hybrid yaks, besides producing an average of 70 per cent more
meat as compared with the pure stock, give from two to three times
as much milk.

Favourable to the pastoral economy is the introduction of re-
frigerated meat storage in Tibet. A new facility in Lhasa, for in-
stance, stores 3,400 tons, providing about 39 kg. per year for each
of the 120,000 people in the city area.

On a China-wide scale, a conference on grassland ecosystems was
held in April 1979 in Inner Mongolia, another of her major pastoral
areas. Research bases were to be set up immediately to serve China’s
200 million hectares of pastures. They would seek better ways to pre-
vent degeneration, control harmful animals, birds and insects, and
improve and utilize pastures. All this would help Tibet’s pastoral
areas, too, to advance.



REVOLUTION IN EDUCATION
AND CULTURE



CHAPTER 24

TIBET’S STATE SCHOOLS

On July 23, 1965, the morning after arriving in Lhasa for the
second time, I heard through my window a rustle and a medley of
merry voices. It was the children, red scarved and apple-cheeked,
going off to school along the freshly-asphalted People’s Road which
stretched between rows of new white shops, all the way from the
gold-topped Jokhang Temple to the Potala. Early that same after-
noon, the children were in evidence again. Behind drums and bugles
and crimson flags, Young Pioneer units were marching to the Cultural
Palace, also brand-new, to rehearse for the forthcoming anniversary of
the founding of their organization (in 1955 there had been no Young
Pioneers).

Two days later was a Sunday. With school out, it looked as if
the 12, 13 and 14-year-olds had taken over all Lhasa. In the city depart-
ment store and Xinhua Bookshop, they were behind counters helping
the salespeople. On the main streets, with armbands and megaphones,
cheerily strict boys and gitls were acting as auxiliary traffic controllers.
It was the crest of Lhasa’s “big leap” in municipal construction, and
most of the streets were full of electric linesmen, pipe-layers and tree
planters — Sunday busier than any other day because a great many
volunteers were taking a hand. Amid this bustle, the children’s voices
kept ringing out to passing pedestrians, “Old uncle, please don’t
wander all over the street just anywhere, the crossing is over there!”
“Liberation Army comrades, that’s no place to walk, get up on the
sidewalks!”
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We foreign newsmen, giving little thought to rules as we hopped
about with our cameras, got our share of their admonitions. It didn't
seem to bother these youngsters that in some places the *“sidewalks”
they shooed us onto hadn’t yet been laid but were still dug-up obstacle
courses along the edges of the new-paved streets. They had the future
in their mind’s eye. And not prematurely, for within a couple of days,
sometimes even of hours, along would come a work squad and the
projected sidewalk would materialize.

* * *

In the Lhasa we had known ten years earlier, schoolchildren had
been a rare part of the landscape, and half a dozen years before there
were none. A small minority of the young monks were taught religious
reading in the lamaseries. Among nobles’ sons some got special in-
struction so they could become kashag officials, others were taught by
tutors at home and a few, the very richest, were sent to a school
maintained for some years by the British in Gyangzé, or to India and
even to Britain. Whatever education there was served the interests of
the feudal ruling class, or of the imperialists, who used it to gain in-
fluence in Tibet’s “top families”. Even at that, every start at modern
secular education was soon choked off by feudal obscurantism, lay
and clerical.!

Educated commoners were rare, and to find a woman among
them was considered a freak of nature. “On the Parkhor, the central
street in Lhasa,” Chang-lo-chen, an old aristocrat-scholar, told me,
“there was only one woman, a shopkeeper, who could write and keep
accounts. People used to come a long way to gawk at this wonder.
I did myself.”

LHASA’S NO. 1 PRIMARY SCHOOL
1955

Such was the situation when Tibet’s first state primary school
was established in Lhasa in 1952. The Central People’s Government
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put up the funds. But the serfowner local regime wanted the control.
In 1955 we met the school board. Its majority consisted of the Dalai
Lama'’s religious tutor, Tsrijong Losang Yeshi, a formidable obscurant-
ist, later a major rebel, and other highly-placed medieval figures, monk-
ish and mundane. In the minority were a more enlightened Tibet-
an aristocrat, Chang-lo-chen; a Tibetan Communist cadre from Kham,
Dorje Tseden; and a Han educator named Li Ancai. The dean was
again a feudal official — a former regimental commander of the Tibet-
an army. Of the 19 teachers, ten were from the Tibetan nobility and
clergy. A kashag police constable guarded the gate.

But even though enmeshed in the contradictions of the time, this
school was the starting point of new education in Tibet. Texts, all
in Tibetan, were adjusted versions of those used in the rest of
China. Tuition and books were free. Of the 732 pupils in 1955, the
school’s fourth year of existence, a third were from the families of
nobles, but the rest were of other origins, including the oppressed poor,
among whom education had once been unknown and who still had
very serious difficulties to contend with — despite state support. And
more than half were gitls.

In the curriculum, the central government conceded to the local
authorities a daily period of religious instruction, a thing contrary to
new China’s general principle of separation of religion and education.
In return they successfully insisted on some teaching of science. But
other subjects, such as history, could not be taught at all due to a com-
plete opposition of basic approach. The setfowner regime held that
history’s moving forces were gods and kings, the Communist Party
that the masses of the people made history.

In form, the school was run by the central and local authorities
in consultation. In essence, it was a field of struggle. The serfowner
local power, keeping sharp watch through specially assigned officials,
sought to use it only as a means of equipping setvants of the feudal
class with bits of modern knowledge useful to itself. The central gov-
ernment wanted it to prepare educated workers for the people. This
aim finally won out. But only after the clash of arms in 1959.

In 1965, ten years later, many members of the first classes at the
school, mainly but not entitely those from the ranks of the most
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burdened poor, were among the first Tibetan students of university
level. Many others were revolutionary cadres.

On my second visit, made in that year, I found the school very
different — and no longer the only one in Lhasa. Flanking the en-
trance were the slogans governing education in all China. *“Education
serves proletarian politics] Education combined with productive
labour!”

Of the 670 pupils, three quarters were from ex-serf and slave
families. The curriculum was free of feudal trammels and there were
three 45-minute periods of labour each week. First and Second graders
cleaned their own classrooms. Grades Three to Six went to the hills
to cut firewood which they took home to their families, and carried
water and cooked meals for the disabled poor as an exercise in serving
the people. On occasion, they also acted as ushers at film theatres
and helped direct traffic in the streets. And they had worked in shifts
to help build the Lhasa Children’s Palace.

Of the 28 teachers, 18 were Tibetans and 10 were Hans. Tibetan
was the general medium of instruction. Han was taught as a subject
from Grade Three on. Teachers’ assignments did not depend on their
origin; if qualified, Hans could instruct in Tibetan or vice versa.
Teachers of either nationality were studying each other’s language.
Administratively, there were two principals and two deans of studies,
Tibetan and Han. The 35-year-old Tibetan dean, Tenzing Chunlei,
though appointed to teach by the kashag in 1952, had refused to join
it in rebellion. A former lama of Sera monastery, he had studied at
the Potala school for officials, the tse-trung. But he was also an
example of how such old intellectuals could move forward. The same
was true of his wife, Tsering Dorje, another teacher. Daughter of a
Tibetan doctor she began by studying at home. In the early 1950’s she
joined the united front Class for Social Education, and in 1956 the
Lhasa Cadres’ Class. The influx of new teachers, of serf and slave
origin, was just beginning.

No tuition was charged. Pupils from wealthier families, however,
paid for books — in the first two grades the charge was only half a
yuan, but in the last two it mounted to six yuan (books printed in the
inland provinces, being a central government contribution, were dis-
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tributed free, but those produced in Tibet were priced, to avoid
laying a burden on the region’s own economy). Hard-up students got
all books free, plus a monthly subsidy. For the poorest this amounted
to nine yuan, which covered all their food at home. For some others
it was five yuan, to cover roughly half.

Another 11 years passed.

In 1976, coming to this same school during the recess, we found
seemingly countless youngsters noisily chasing footballs and leaping
after basketballs in the spacious grounds. There were now 1,800
pupils of whom 1,007 were Tibetans, and §5 teachers, 29 Tibetan. And
twice as many classrooms as before.

The Han pupils were a novelty. Earlier, children of Han cadres
had generally attended different schools from the Tibetans, and
studied in their own language. Now there were still two kinds of
classes, but in the same school. Ordinary subjects were taught in
Tibetan and Han respectively. But after the third grade Tibetan
pupils began to learn Han as a second language and the Han pupils
Tibetan. On the playground, as they ran about together they com-
municated in one tongue or the other, or a mixture of both. We found
it hard to distinguish them by nationality.

In the higher grades — Four and Five — special political, agricul-
tural and industrial lessons had been added. The school had its own
farm, and links with nearby communes where pupils sometimes went
to help with production.

Children also worked in, and themselves managed under teacher
supetvision, a printing and mimeographing shop where they turned
out their own exercise books, and some texts. They took turns behind
the chair in the school’s barbershop; virtually no pupils went anywhere
else for haircuts.

By 1976, several thousand students had finished Lhasa No. 1
Primary School. Most, we were told, had gone on to middle schools,
and some to universities.

- The majority of the teachers were now themselves Lhasa Pri-
mary’s old pupils.

Bajan, the vice-director, a trim woman in her mid-thirties, was
one of these. She had entered the first class of the school in 1952, as
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a homeless orphan of nine (her father had been an unemployed
wanderer, her mother a serf hand-loom weaver). Finishing in 1959,
she went on to the Tibet Institute at Xianyang, then returned here to
teach in 196s.

Ngawang, director of the Lhasa Teachers’ Training School, the
city’s chief source of primary school instructors, was another graduate,
we were proudly told.

Many former pupils of Lhasa No. 1 were now workers on factory
and farm, as truck drivers, technicians, soldiers, cadres.

Things had changed a great deal from 1955 when I first visited
this school, and over every conversation with child, teacher or cadre
hung the richly robed figure and full-moon face of that guardian of
feudal influence in education, the Living Buddha Tsrijong.

LHASA MIDDLE SCHOOL

In 1955 Tibet had no secondary education. Lhasa’s No. 1 Middle
School, set up in 1956, was the pioneer. In 1965, when I visited it, the
students numbered 340, of whom 269 were Tibetans; the rest were
from five other Chinese nationalities and mainly from cadre families.
It was the direct outgrowth of the primary school. Its foundation,
the principal recalled, had been even less to the taste of the kashag.
The grove and adjacent waste land allotted to it had lacked buildings,
so teachers and boarders lived in tents. In those days, feudalists had
already rebelled in Kham, while those in Lhasa were preparing for
action. Progressive students were constantly being stoned, threatened
and insulted.

Kashag appointees on the middle school board objected to
physics and chemistry as “contrary to scripture.” They resented and
resisted the combination of education and labour. Some aristocratic
students brought child-slaves to do their share of the physical work,
and even to serve them buttered tea at their desks. Marxist teaching
concerning social classes and exploitation was under a complete veto
by the kashag.

So the socialist educational policy of all China could be applied
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at the school only after the suppression of the rebellion in 1959.

In 1965, we found the policy being implemented. The aim of
learning, it was stressed, was to scrve the people. Marxism and rev-
olution were not merely schoolroom subjects. Students went out an-
nually to live with the ex-serfs and slaves and make local surveys of
class relations, former and current. They heard talks by workers, peas-
ants and veteran revolutionaries. Each quarter, and at other times
determined by political events, special reports were made ranging over
the home and international scene. In the spring of 1965, highlights were
the Vietnamese people’s war against U.S. imperialism and the current
resistance of the Dominican people to the U.S. domination. “The boys
and gitls take a sharp interest in the whole world,” said Principal
Liu, “and particularly in the liberation movements of Asia, Africa and
Latin America.”

Communist morality, constantly inculcated, showed in the
students’ behaviour. We were told many instances of how they cared
for public property, turned in lost objects they came across — trifling
or valuable — and helped the working people without thought of re-
turn or praise. A few weeks earlier, some of them had met an old
sick villager, loaded with bundles, looking for the People’s Hospital.
They carried his things there, helped him register and did not leave
till he had settled into a ward. When asked their names, they replied,
“We’re Chairman Mao’s students.” The hospital informed the school,
which praised their action on its bulletin board and public address
systems. But no one came forward to take the credit — which was
considered the most laudable of all.

Labour education, in the middle-school stage, was producing
material as well as moral benefit. A 2.6 hectare farm run by teachers
and students working in rotation — one day a week for everyone —
produced all vegetables served in their canteen. Students had planted
thousands of trees along the campus perimeter and walks, and ran its
weather station. In industrial classes, they made their own chalk,
desks, chairs and bookcases, repaired bicycles and did all the school’s
electric wiring. At sowing and harvest time, teams went out to help
the peasants.

Science was by now prominent in the curriculum. Botanical,
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biological, chemical and physical laboratories had been splendidly
equipped by the central government. Even in Beijing and Shanghai,
few middle schools were so well fitted out. There were microscopes,
balances, spectrometers, radio-building kits and many other items
not just for demonstration but in adequate numbers for all students
to use in rotation. And many teaching models, working or dismount-
able, of all sorts of industrial and metallurgical equipment.

We found some students taking their mathematics tests —
algebra, geometry, trigonometry, calculus — Tibetans, said their
teacher, had a flair for mathematics. Others were writing term-end
essays in Tibetan and Han. Some subjects: “How We Can Beautify
Our School by Our Labour,” “Which Course Helped Me the Most”
and “What I Hope to Do for the People When I Graduate.”

Athletics included basketball, table tennis, volleyball and soccer.
In the latter sport, the school’s eleven was the Lhasa champion. De-
fence sports, keyed to patriotic and class motives, included militia
drill, shooting, camping and mountaineering.

Three-fifths of the students were children of ex-slaves, serfs or
the city poor. The rest, some 40 per cent, still came from the homes
of former aristocrats, stewards or merchants. The view was that no
one was responsible for having been born into this or that kind of
family, and each should be judged by his or her own attitudes and
actions. Most of these young people, growing up in the post-rebellion
atmosphere, appeared to be making real efforts to throw off exploit-
ing-class viewpoints and devote themselves to the people’s service.

For the still relatively high proportion of such students, there
were two reasons. One was the class composition of the population
of Lhasa, the political centre of the former regime (the eldest sons of
manorial families from most of Tibet had to reside there as officials).
The other was the short time during which elementary education had
been available to ex-serf or slave children. The proportion of the
latter in the middle school, however, was rising from year to year.
To remove material obstacles, the poor studied free of all fees, and
were helped by subsidies ranging up to 18 yuan per month for full
board. Better-off Tibetans paid for books. Tuition of four yuan a
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month was charged only to Han students from the families of cadres
coming from other parts of China.

The school was itself becoming a source of teachers. In 1965, it
had sent 15 graduates to normal schools in the interior. It was also
running its own special class which had trained 300 teachers for
people’s primary schools.

We also met its alumni as radio announcers, journalists, proof-
readers and typesetters, skilled workers and technicians, Party and
government cadres or interpreters.

Yet even in 1965 Tibet’s secondary education was as yet in its
infancy. The full six-year middle school course, junior and senior, was
available in Lhasa alone. The other middle schools in the region —
one each in Qamdo, Xigazé, Gyanzé, Loka and Lhiinzé — still of-
fered only a three-year junior course.

As compared to 1959, however, this was already signal progress.
In that year the Lhasa school, then itself at junior level, had been the
only one. In 1962-64 it graduated 384 students.

In 1965, total middle school enrolment in Tibet was 769, with 408
in senior middle school. In addition, over 3,000 Tibetans were study-
ing in Nationalities Institutes in Beijing, Chengdu and Xian and the
Tibet Institute in Xianyang, Shaanxi Province, where they did the
equivalent of middle school work preparatory for other courses.

* * *

By 1976, there were 49 middle schools in Tibet, a seven-fold jump
{or the whole region.?

Lhasa’s No. 1 Middle School, now one of five in the city, had
1,400 students, almost thrice the number a decade earlier. Over nine-
tenths were from labouring-class families. Students were both Tibetan
and Han, about half and half (since this school, directly under the
autonomous region, served also the children of incoming cadres). In-
struction was in both tongues, depending on the students. For the
Hans, Tibetan was taught as a second language, we were told.

There was very heavy emphasis on labour. Besides going to com-
munes and factories for a period, the students had reclaimed land for
grain and vegetable farms and worked in a school factory making



TIBET'S STATE SCHOOLS 343

cement and reinforced concrete products. Their chalk workshop pro-
duced not only for themselves but for Lhasa’s educational-goods
market. All this, we were informed, had made the school self-support-
ing; it no longer took a cent from the state.

Many subjects, besides, were learned not in classroom or lab but
in workshop or field. Each class, in each grade, concentrated on one
or more practical specialities, as follows:

Junior 1: Barley and wheat cultivation; pig raising; making
fermented fodder.

Junior 2:  Agricultural meteorology and simple soil analysis; hot-
house vegetable growing; preparation and application of compost and
other fertilizers; chalk manufacture.

Junior 3:  Farm machinery; farm accounting; elementary veteri-
nary work; methane gas installation and use.

Senior 1: Farm machinery; farm electricity; ‘“‘barefoot”” med-
icine; household and farm use of solar energy; observation and pre-
diction of earthquakes (frequent in Tibet).

Senior 2: Irrigation; building construction; intermediate veteri-
nary training; rural broadcasting.

The overall curriculum, reduced from six years to five, had also
been stripped down to a few headings: Politics, Han language, Tibetan
language, mathematics, basic industrial and agricultural knowledge,
and athletics.

We found few students indoors. Part of the campus had become
a yard for concrete and cement work (slabs for bridges, telegraph
poles, etc.). Mixers churned. Hammers clanged. In a nearby section,
students were catching and castrating squealing pigs as their veterinary
practice. In the vegetable garden other students were using an old
tractor. Off-season, we were told, they took it apart, put it together
again and practised repairs.

Most textbooks had been replaced by teaching notes and mimeo-
graphed sheets.

Some of this seemed a refreshing departure from too much
academism. Some was an exaggeration, in part stemming from the
“model” set up in the Chaoyang Agricultural College in northeast
China under the influence of the “gang of four”.
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The Chaoyang formula turned ‘“‘open door education”, in itself a
valid concept, into opening the door and throwing education out.
Under it, productive labour did not supplement and implement class-
room work, but virtually supplanted it. Moreover, it was linked with
the out-of-hand rejection of the 17 years of education following China’s
liberation and prior to the “cultural revolution” as ‘‘bourgeois dicta-
torship”’, and the wrong equation of all intellectuals with exploiters.

~ Certainly, to my eyes, the charge of “bourgeois” had not applied
to the way Lhasa No. 1 Middle School had functioned in 1965, prior
to the “cultural revolution”. It had clearly signified vast progress in
education in Tibet. Its spirit had been in harmony with the democratic
reform and with the socialist revolution. The concepts of politics in
the lead and education combined with labour were apparant in its
practice.

As for the school in 1976, what impressed me favourably then was
the practicality and readiness to take their hands to problems that
seemed to have become second nature to the students. But in broader
fields, their studies were unwarrantedly narrowed and impoverished,
as in the rest by China at the time.

The trouble lay not in the concept of a socialist educational rev-
olution but in its distortion, so that all knowledge except that con-
tained in simplified political slogans, and immediately applicable
practical skills was, to various extents, denigrated.

* * *

In 1979, according to late information, Lhasa’s No. 1 Middle
School had 1,700 students, of whom half were Tibetans, and things had
again changed.

The subjects taught were based on the new China-wide scholastic
programme, with the addition of the Tibetan language and local ma-
terial. The period of secondary schooling earlier reduced to five years
was back at six, though in China as a whole it remained at five. This
was presumably due to the less complete preparation of students in
the region, and the learning of two languages.

Of the 120 teachers, 40 were Hans from Beijing and from Sichuan
and Liaoning provinces, doing three-year tours of duty in Tibet. The
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stress was on making up for the academic gap created in the previous
decade, and on training personnel for the ‘‘four modernizations’.

While this gap was country-wide, in Tibet it was especially wide,
because of the lower starting point. The proportion of students in the
region who qualified in the 1978 university entrance examinations was
far below that in inland provinces, even though the required marks
were less.

Much emphasis was laid on science. The physics, chemistry and
biology laboratories were once more busy and full, and had more
equipment. The school library now had 20,000 books. The radio, seis-
mic and meteorological groups were continued, but mainly in extra-
curricular time.

By 1979, the graduates from Lhasa No. 1 Middle School since its
founding in 1956 numbered over 4,000, of whom some 500 had gone
on to college? And since there were now many middle schools in
Tibet, this was only a small part of the regional total.

Tibetan and Han friends returning from Lhasa expressed approval
of the new turn. Their own children, they said, were now able to sit
down and study, a habit they had lost. Previously, parents had
worried lest the young people grow up semi-literate. Now there was
no such danger. Nor had they turned into bookworms.

Young people still went to factories, farms and barracks to work
with and learn from the workers, peasants and soldiers, but for shorter
terms. Mao Zedong’s principle that education should serve proletarian
politics and be combined with productive labour continued to be
stressed. And so was his injunction, for a time forgotten, that on
the basis of this principle the main task of students was still to study.

* * *

In the reforms instituted in Tibet in 1980 one emphasis in educa-
tion, as in other fields, was to give increased attention to the specific
national character of the region. In particular, there was to be an
extension and strengthening of instruction in the Tibetan language.

This did not, however, mean the lessening of efforts to give the
students a good knowledge of the Han language as well, especially
in the higher grades. Not only because it was the main language of
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multinational China but because, in local education itself, the use of
Tibetan in teaching all subjects at all stages could not yet be expected.
First, the range of textbooks in Tibetan, at middle school level and
above, was still limited. For some branches of modern knowledge,
due to historical reasons, not even a Tibetan vocabulary had come
into being, much less a specialized literature — and the only available
teachers were Hans. Moreover, to attend institutions of learning
elsewhere in China, familiarity with Han was essential. Without it
the educational horizons and opportunities of Tibetan youth would be
greatly narrowed, and the necessary and desited progress toward
more Tibetan texts and instruction would itself be slowed.



CHAPTER 25

SCHOOLS BY AND FOR THE
PEOPLE

A totally new seed-bed of education in Tibet were its people’s
primary schools. In 1965 there were 1,596 of them, with a total of
48,755 pupils — outnumbering the 56 state-run primary schools which
had 10,066 pupils.

They had arisen only after 1959. Generally, they consisted of the
first four elementary grades alone, with the prospect of more being
added when the children finished these, and when more teachers be-
came available.

In 1965, we saw in Lhasa a relatively early example, the De-ge
Road People’s School. It was run, under the auspices of the neigh-
bourhood committee, by a joint board of parents, teachers and local
cadres, to whom the principal reported on studies and budgets twice
a year. Relying on self-support supplemented by government aid, it
charged a nominal tuition of 0.50 yuan a month, graded down to o.10
yuan a month for those least able to pay. Its premises, made availa-
ble from confiscated rebel property, cost it nothing. For upkeep and
repairs, it relied on the teachers, pupils and parents. Carpenter
fathers, for example, volunteered to fix desks and blackboards. And
the school was used not only for the neighbourhood’s children, but
by many adults too, in evening literacy classes.

Children were taught in Tibetan but with Han added later, as

347
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in the state schools. Besides language, arithmetic and politics, they
were instructed in drawing, singing and sports. Labour took a day
each week: the older pupils grew some crops, planted trees, and helped
in neighbourhood improvement work.

Most of the nine teachers were street residents. Four of them
were young people of serf and slave background fresh from the Lhasa
No. 1 Primary School or its Junior Middle School. The oldest was
21 and the three others only 18. Three were former servants or slaves
of aristocrats and senior clerics who had attended adult classes after
the liberation. Two, including the 29-year-old principal, were former
poor lamas, with some recent secular education. All kept in close
touch with the state primary schools where they attended teachers’
conferences and sometimes sat in at classes. Their pay ranged from
20 to 27 yuar a month.

* * *

Of the rural people’s schools, our 1965 journalists’ group saw
a striking example in Gyanshon village in the combined stock-breeding
and farm district of Namgye-sie. To reach it, we drove uphill for
two hours in lurching jeeps, their radiators boiling in the effort along
a steep, rock-strewn country road branching from the Lhasa-Loka
Highway. There, in a high valley between sheer mountain walls,
with ruined ancient watchtowers dominating the approaches, we
found something new in Tibet’s education — adapted to even the
most remote parts of the vast and sparsely peopled region.

In 1959, of the 130 households in this rugged place, only four had
had enough to eat all year round. Among their 730 inhabitants only
nine could read or write. The illiteracy of the people had both re-
sulted from and aggravated their misery. Years ago, we were told,
a serf named Namgyal had obtained a small loan from a manorial
steward named Dorje Gyaltsen. The steward, who could write, faked
the receipt to show a much larger amount than had been lent. With
this ‘“documentary evidence”, all Namgyal’s grain and cattle were
seized for the alleged debt, but could not cover it. So, under the old
provision that a defaulter must “pay with his body”, he himself was
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made a slave in the steward’s house for the rest of his life. There
were many such cases.

The 1959 democratic reform put an end to serfowner exactions.
By 1965, the village’s flocks of sheep and yaks had increased by about
half. All its families had enough to eat and wear. And every one
of their 137 children of suitable age was attending the people’s primary
school. Sixty had already learned enough to help the mutual-aid
teams to which their parents belonged — by keeping work and crop
records, or reading newspapers to those unable to do so. In addition,
each had undertaken to teach a homebound mother or housewife. And
ten pupils who already completed the four-year course were working
as village or district cadres, school teachers and accountants. All
this had brought a change in the entire aspect of the place. And all
had been achieved by local effort. We asked, “How?"

Sonam Lhundrub, the slight, serious ex-serf school principal who
had himself learned to read and write only a few years before, gave
a circumstantial and moving answer. After gathering the first har-
vest that was their own in the revolutionary year 1959, he said, the
village poor had decided they must have a school without delay. The
earliest classes were held outdoors, sitting on the “green carpet” —
the open grassland. In the meantime, the villagers worked for 26
days to erect neat whitewashed classrooms and build a ‘“‘self-support
field” for the school on formerly waste land. There we saw the
pupils and teachers growing grain, potatoes, spinach, cabbage and
some fruit, enough not only for the lunches of day-scholars and staff
but also for all the meals of the boarders, whose homes were further
away.

With the shortage of labour in the village, where many other
improvements were being undertaken, even the presence of a school
could not have ensured attendance if study times had not been adjusted
to the needs of agriculture. So school year had been arranged accord-
ingly. Classes were held every day in the late autumn and winter
months when there was little field work; on alternate days in the
summer when the growing crops need attention; and not at all during
the sowing and harvest when all hands were needed outdoors.
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The subjects were Tibetan, arithmetic, political knowledge,
physical education and music — no Han language because none of
the staff knew enough of it to teach. Special periods were devoted to
mastering the abacus, for work-team calculations — of crops and
work-points.

The abacus frames, with counting beads of baked clay, were
made by the pupils themselves. So was all the ink they used, and
their stout writing paper which was uneven in thickness but smooth
on one side and suitable for writing in ink. In the pool below the
school gate, young boys and girls were dipping up screens spread
with the pulp of local plants and, when this compacted, setting the
sheets out to dry in the sun.

I asked for a sheet to take home with me. I still have it, as a
talisman of revolutionary self-reliance. It takes me back, despite
the separating distance and the years that have since passed, to the
marvel of that faraway village 4,300 metres above sea level.

And it takes me back still further, to Yan’an and the blockaded
Communist-led liberated areas as I saw them during China’s anti-
Japanese war in the 1940’s. There the thought of Mao Zedong, with
its key conviction that the awakened poor could provide the strength
to defeat all foes and obstacles, and with its down-to-earth attention
to every concrete detail, had already produced the prototypes of what
I encountered again in this remote Tibetan valley — similar self-sup-
port, similar joyful confidence among those involved, a similar sense
of small beginnings of universal importance. This spirit had
changed all China with its hundreds of millions of people. Leaving
the cheerful pupils, teachers and villagers, we turned back along the
mountain road. Behind us, high over the setting sun, flew the Red
Flag.

Such schools were being formed not only in Tibet’s farm villages
but also in its grazing areas. The northern prefecture of Nagqu,
which is largely pastoral, was educating 6o per cent of its children,
twice the 1965 average for Tibet as a whole. There and in another
high grassland county, Amdo, some migratory schools, with theit
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“teachers on horseback” were holding classes as they moved with the
herds from pasture to pasture as the seasons required.

* * *

The tradition of people’s schools has continued in Tibet. In the
reform of 1980, as part of the effort to raise the general level of
livelihood and remove the burden of extra expenditures from the
people, the regional government (itself subsidized by the central gov-
ernment) undertook to cover all the costs of such schools in communes,
production teams and urban neighbourhoods.

It was pointed out that in some cases, because of the continuing
burden, schools that had begun well had later fallen off or even gone
out of commission. And among individuals and families, scarcity of
labour (since the number of working hands in a household was directly
related to its income) had led older pupils and students to drop out
before completing their courses, so that a school might start a year
with almost full attendance but end it with half or less the number.

More state financing of schools, more subsidies to students, and
more schools boarding the students to remove the strain on parents
were some of the remedies advanced to stabilize and improve Tibet’s
schools, on the basis already laid.



CHAPTER 26

HIGHER EDUCATION COMES
TO TIBET

The Tibet Autonomous Region now has four college-grade insti-
tutions. This is striking for an area where, up to the liberation, there
was no secular education even at primary level. Three of the col-
leges are sited within the region and the fourth — and oldest —
elsewhere.

The Regional Teachers’ College, in Lhasa, was established in
1975, on the basis of a teachers’ training school dating from the 1950’s.

The College of Agriculture and Animal Husbandry, in Nyingchi,
was formally inaugurated in 1978. But in 1976, when we saw it,

hundreds of students were already in classes, though the campus was
still being built.

The Tibet Medical College, also in Nyingchi, opened officially
in 1978.

The two last-named colleges were outgrowth of previous depart-
ments in the biggest and earliest, the Tibet Institute for Nationalities
in Xianyang, Shaanxi Province, founded in 1957. Operated by the
Autonomous Region, it was, in fact, the mother school of Tibet’s higher
education. The reasons for its location outside the region were his-
torical ones, as will be explained.

In addition, many nationalities institutes, colleges and universities
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in other parts of China have long accepted students from Tibet, and
sent them back to work there after graduation.

* * %

The Regional Teachers’ College, we found in 1976, had its
spacious campus in the grounds of a former aristocrat’s mansion. It
had 565 students, 232 of them women. All were Tibetans or from
the smaller nationalities within Tibet: Loba, Monba, Sherpa and Naxi.
About two-thirds were members of the Communist Party or Youth
League.

Its function was to train teachers for Tibet’s secondary schools,
ordinary or vocational. The course took three years. For entrants
with deficient earlier education, a two-year 