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It is not what it used to be, this Shangrila of myth. Frenchman Claude 

Arpi, living in India, takes the land route from Kathmandu to Lhasa 

and is confronted with the reality that the true spirit of Tibet is being 

steadily diluted.  

When someone in the Toyota minibus on the detour of the tar-road, 

suddenly screamed "Potala, Potala", we knew that we had finally made 'rt. 

We were reaching the capital of the Roof of the World. It had not been 

easy, but we could not complain too much when we thought of Alexandra 

David-Neel ' and other explorers who had walked for weeks to enjoy this 

instant. I had left Kathmandu four days earlier and travelled overland over 

the highest passes of the planet with a group of tourists, the Holy City of 

Lhasa being our destination. The small red-and-white spot on the horizon 

was the goal of our journey; we were now in sight of Lhasa, "the City of 

the Gods". But, as soon as we passed the municipality limits of Lhasa, we 

immediately realised that we were no more in the mythical Shangrila but in 

a Chinese city: a typical Chinese town with the same squarish buildings 

that can be seen anywhere in China with the same pompous HaII of the 

People or The Hall of Culture and with large, relatively clean avenues. After 

booking in the hotel (we were compulsorily put up in the Holiday-Inn), a 

quick hot wash, and a change into non-dusty clothes, we rushed outside to 

the Norbulinka Park (summer palace of the Dalai Lamas) located a couple 

of hundred metres away from the hotel. The park, relatively well 

maintained, is now used as a museum and a picnic place for Tibetans and 

tourists. It was very touching to see the devotion of Tibetan pilgrims while 

they were visiting the different rooms, of the pavilions, at the same time it 



was sad to think of the past splendour of the place and even sadder to 

imagine the future. However, the Norbulinka, like in many other places in 

Tibet, seemed empty to me, as if the life spirit had been removed.  

Now when I am asked: "Were you happy to be in Lhasa?” my feeling is 

more of sadness as on one side; I saw a Chinese town like thousands of 

others in China and on the other side, I saw a few Tibetan buildings out of 

which life had been removed. The next morning I went for an early walk in 

the deserted streets of Lhasa up to the Potala. The streets of Lhasa like in 

any other city in China, I suppose are large, relatively clean with hundreds 

of shops, restaurants and other private businesses bordering them. The 

only difference was that in front of me, I had the sun rising on the most 

beautiful building I had never seen: the Potala, the palace of the Dalai 

Lamas. On my way to the Potala, I crossed a large circle in the middle of 

which stands the statue of two massive yaks. We were told later that these 

yaks were Installed on the occasion of the silver jubilee of the "so-called" 

Tibetan Autonomous Region (TAR) in memory of' all the martyrs who lost 

their lives for the "liberation" and development of the TAR! It was very 

funny that by a slip of tongue our guide referred to the TAR as the "so-

called Autonomous Region'. When I reached the Shol area at the bottom of 

the Potala, my spirit rose a bit higher when I saw people circumambulating 

around the Linkhor (the path around the Potala Palace) with their rosaries, 

burning incense. I could also hear Tibetan music for the first time since 

Gyantse. I suddenly realised that the hill nearby with a huge microwave 

tower on the top was the Chakpori and that not a single stone was left of 

the School of Medicine. The Great Stupa/Gate of Lhasa between the Potala 

hill and the Chakpori hill had also disappeared, and had been replaced by 

Prayer Flags across the main street. A couple of hours later, we went to 

visit the Potala. Like the Norbulinka, ft is a museum! We went around most 

of the other tombs, chapels, private and public apartments of the Dalai 

Lamas except the Stupa of the Fifth Dalai Lama and the main assembly 

which were under "restoration". I must here mention a rather strange 

thing: in a holy building like the Potala, we were accompanied by guards 

using walkie-talkie sets. At that time we were not more than 20 people 



visiting the palace. It is also worth mentioning that there were no Tibetan 

visitors as. they are only allowed inside twice a week. From the roofs, we 

saw Lhasa the Chinese city and few Tibetan buildings left in the Shol area 

at the bottom of the Potala. Afar, we could see the Golden roofs of 

Jokhang, but, by and large, to whichever side we were looking, we could 

see only modern Chinese buildings. We left the Potala through the gigantic 

steps going down the southern face of the palace. These steps are so 

impressive and I was reminded of the film on the History of Tibet produced 

by the BBC, in which one sees a procession of monks going down the same 

steps. Once more, it was quite sad to imagine (or remember video images) 

of the time when all these buildings had been full of life, movements, 

people, odours and colours. We walked then to the Cultural Park opposite 

the Potala to take a picture of the complete building. The park was 

crowded with Chinese people picnicking. Hundreds of small shops served 

teas, food or sold all sorts of knick-knacks. A sort of fair where Chinese 

soldiers, some Chinese folks and even a few Tibetans were mixing 

together. The next day, we left early morning for Jokhang where we spent 

half the morning admiring the different chapels, the hundreds of statues 

and in particular, the main statue of Buddha, called Jowo. We were lucky 

enough in that contrary to what had happened in the Potala we were left 

on our own, without a guard, with only our guide with us. We could thus 

enjoy the visit, see what we wanted to and even take pictures inside the 

main prayer hall. The first thing we noticed when we entered the building 

was that a lot of "restoration" work was going on in the main courtyard. A 

large number of Tibetan workers were removing debris of broken bricks in 

the midst of an incredible amount of dust. We later climbed on to the roofs 

of Jokhang, from where we could admire not only the golden pagoda-type 

roofs of the Cathedral, but also the activities of the Bakhor It must have 

been somehow a similar feeling to be in Notre Dame of Paris in the Middle 

Ages: pilgrims coming from all over the country were forming such a 

unique microcosm! The only thing which did not fit the scene were the 

video cameras installed on the roofs of the adjacent buildings by the Public 

Security Bureau to keep a permanent watch on the Tibetans. Immediately 



after finishing Jokhang's visit we went to Sera Monastery which is located 

some 6 or 7 kilometres outside Lhasa on the flank of a mountain. To all of 

us, Sera Monastery seemed different from Drepung (which we could not 

visit due to the weekly holiday closure) and the other monasteries we had 

seen on the road: it looked much more alive and we saw many monks, old 

and young, performing their duties. The most impressive part was the visit 

to the chapel of Hayagriva, the Protector of Sera, nowhere did we see as 

much devotion as in this chapel: we could visualise there how Tibet was 

before its "liberation". While returning to Lhasa, I requested our driver to 

drop me near the Lukhang Temple which I visited and on my way back to 

the hotel, I stopped to see the Palhalupuk Temple at the bottom of the 

Chakpori hill. Both these temples had a very nice atmosphere and I could 

take photos without any problems which is a rare thing in Tibet today. To 

go back to the hotel (I was already late), I decided to experiment with a 

rickshaw drive. After bargaining the price with a rickshawalla, I had a 

relaxed journey to the hotel some 3 km away. While watching my Chinese 

rickshaw driver pedaling I was in deep thought: there are now tens of 

thousands of such Chinese men doing petty work in Lhasa. For many 

years, the Chinese in Tibet were only PLA personnel and bureaucrats 

posted by Beijing, but since a few years the Chinese .policy seems to have 

changed and now there is an organised transfer of population from China 

to Tibet. This population occupies even the lowest jobs in the society, 

which in practical terms leaves very little scope for the local Tibetan 

people. If the Chinese are tailors, shoemakers, rickshawallas, coolies what 

is left for the Tibetans to do except to beg? A recent census shows that out 

of 12,500 shops surveyed in Lhasa more than 12,000 are Chinese. For me, 

it was interesting that I had read this article just before leaving for Lhasa, 

but like many articles one reads, one does not really realise concretely 

what it implies. It sank home in Lhasa and in particular in Jokhang when I 

'saw that the people selling Khatas (Tibetan ceremonial scarves) were 

Chinese; that the tailors stitching Prayers Flags were Chinese. It is very 

frightening to think of the future of the Tibetan civilisation. The next 

morning we left for Gongkar Airport located 90 km from Lhasa. The airport 



was green with army officers, either there for security purpose or travelling 

to Chengdu or accompanying other officers: Apart from the army 

personnel, a very large number of security guards and customs officers 

were around. Though it is difficult to pinpoint the exact reason why, but I 

was feeling very uncomfortable, so were my friends. We were very much 

relieved when we finally boarded the airplane (a Boing 757) to Kathmandu 

to have two hours' Nirvana above the Himalayan Range and the Tibetan 

high plateau.  


