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with my Tibetan mother ‘Amala’ Demen Dechen Drolkar, a renowned expert on Tibetan

folk literature. One night two years ago, at her home near the Jokhang Temple in Lhasa,
she told me a story that she had heard from her maid, who had just come back from visiting her
family.

! I \he idea of creating this book, I should say, was first conceived through my interactions

That day, the 76-year-old Amala kept me company in drinking barley wine and eating dried yak
meat. She performed local dances and songs, and the songs she sang were the love songs she had
known from her childhood, written by the sixth Dalai Lama Tsangyang Gyatso. When her maid
Chodron, who had been sitting at the side and knitting a vajra knot, came over to clean up the
table, it was already quite late. At that moment, Amala suddenly said to me, ‘Didn’t you say that
you wanted to understand Tibetans? I'll tell you a fresh and true story that Chodron just told me
yesterday.

“There was a teenage girl in Chodron’s village who was killed on her way to town after being hit
by a neighbor’s car. Her mother was heart-broken and stayed home for three days. The driver felt
very guilty and worried. Unexpectedly, on the morning of the fourth day, the girl’s mother went
to his house, not to retaliate, but to comfort him, and urge him not to blame himself.

‘Can you guess how the girl’s mother comforted the man who had killed her daughter? She said,
“Everyone has their own destiny. My daughter died not merely because of your actions, but
more from the karma she had accumulated from her deeds in her previous life and this life. The
accident was just a visible result, but it was caused by the fusion of karma she had accumulated
from her thoughts and actions every second before she died. Hence, we should all accept this as
a fact. Only after we stop being remorseful and upset can she go into her next reincarnation with

9

more ease .

Amala’s words moved me deeply and I thought how nice it would be if we could collect more
of these stories and assemble them into a book that would lead readers to a true appreciation of
Tibetans’ mindsets. So I decided to find as many people as possible who truly understand Tibet,
to unpack and present the real Tibet that surpasses cursory glimpses, startling conjectures, and
misleading right-or-wrong perceptions.

This book is now in your hands. It isn’t perfect, and not all of the stories are as wonderful as
Amala’s. However, I believe that the result is overall very valuable and the effort is worthwhile. I
hope that through the ‘microscopes’ hidden among the words and between the lines of the book,
readers can find the doorway to the real Tibet, instead of merely being onlookers, skimming over
the surface buzz concerning this snowy plateau.

Nie 9<L'aoyang
September, 2012
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Lhasa has three old circumambulation paths. They are ‘Nangkhor’
(meaning the inner circle), embracing the main shrine of Jokhang
Temple, ‘Barkhor’ (middle circle), embracing the whole of Jokhang
Temple, and ‘Lingkhor’ (outer circle), embracing which circles old
Lhasa. These three paths form three concentric circles, and their core
is the life-sized statue of twelve-year-old Sakyamuni. This figure of
Buddha was brought to Tibet by Princess Wencheng. It is the center
of Jokhang, of Lhasa, and of the whole Tibet.
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Hada to the
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The most important ritual on Tibetan New Year’s Day is to collect
water. According to the traditional practice, Tibetan women are
supposed to be responsible for doing this task. In the past, there
would be many newly-dressed women beside wells on this day,
fetching water and carrying the buckets on their backs. Today,

’ this traditional ritual still exists, even though most families have

‘ water piped into their homes. Nowadays, on New Year’s Day, the
housewife will first present a hada’ to the faucet, light incense, and
worship piously before she turns it on.

. * A traditional ceremonial scarf made of white silk, presented at weddings,
funerals, births, graduations, and during arrivals and departures of guests.
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When people travel in Tibet, they need to take off their hats to
show respect to the gods of mountains every time they go through
a mountain pass. On the hillside, they need to ‘spread wind horses’,

which means scattering five-colored drawings of fine horses, in order
to offer them to the mountain gods. At the same time, they shout,
‘Lhagyalo!” (meaning ‘victory’) to express their comfort and respect
toward the mountain gods. Tibetans believe that there is a god for
every mountain who determines their destiny.

it
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Strangers
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Tibetan
‘Gypsies’
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There’s one story that goes like this: somewhere in Tibet, a girl
stopped a car and asked the unknown driver to take 1,000 yuan to
her elder brother who was working in the town ahead, but she did
not even ask the driver’s name. In a world where such pure trust is
rare, many hope this is a true story. As supporting evidence, a female
director from Shanghai remarked she had encountered something
similar: ‘In Tibet, people will definitely give such trust to strangers.’
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Tibetan writer Tashi Dawa is a descendant of the Khampas. He
said, ‘The Khampas are tough and competitive and know clearly
what to love or hate. With a great sense of humor and a love for
rambling, they are the Tibetan “Gypsies”. Up to now, you can still
see them roaming throughout Tibet. What are they looking for?
The collective unconsciousness, which has been passed down for
hundreds of years, seems to have resulted in their failure to find
anything.’
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Respect for
Elders
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As a proverb goes, the life of Tibetans is sweet in the morning
(because they drink sweet tea) and sour in the afternoon (as barley
wine is a must for lunch). In the sweet tea houses of Tibet, friends
sitting around a table will fish out some money and put it on the
table as soon as they arrive. The waitress will then collect money
each time she adds more tea. The drinkers don’t fuss over who

pays more. Before they leave, every person always asks others to
take the leftover money on the table.
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The elderly are the spiritual core of a Tibetan family and they are
the most respected. One person remembers that in his childhood,
when he was shooting birds with a slingshot or fighting with
his classmates, an elder, who did not know him at all, would
sometimes scold him on the spot. When children were scolded by
elders, they would stand there and accept it, never daring to talk
back.
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Tashi Dawa, president of the Tibet Writers’ Association, once said
with emotion: ‘Tibetan mothers are the best in the world. They never
beat their children, nor do they restrict or discipline their children in
a so-called rational manner. They let their children grow at their own
pace. Even if a naughty child messes up the home, the mother will
only call out at the child without anger, and go back to the work she
has on hand.” Tibetan children may not have fashionable toys, but

they do have happy childhoods.
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Cross-talk actor Jiang Kun once helped to build a Hope School in
Tibet, and he recounted an incident he encountered, ‘Once I took
some foreign friends to visit that school. The children prepared a
lot of hadas in advance. 1 asked the children to present them to my
foreign friends, but they refused to do so. Instead, they gave all of
| them to me. I counted, and there were about eighty of them on my
| neck. I only did a little thing, but the children held the memory in
their hearts.’
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Performer T S

A writer tells this story: ‘A long time ago, a monkey-trick performer
came to Lhasa and tried to earn money by making a monkey juggle.
Contrary to his expectations, the audience there spat on him and
demanded he stop abusing the monkey. The performer fled in panic.
However, when he came back later, pretending to be poor and lonely
with the monkey, he was surprised to be given donations that were
double of what he got previously.’



