
Review
March 1959: As a bloody
uprising breaks out in
Lhasa, the Dalai Lama,
along with his cabinet 
ministers and family
members, escapes to
India. Some 80,000 other
Tibetans follow him. 

April 1960: The Tibetan
government in exile
shifts to Dharamsala,
Himachal Pradesh, and
a Tibetan settlement
comes up in Bylakuppe,
Karnataka.

1961: The Central Tibetan
School Society is estab-
lished. The society starts
many schools .

1962: Tibetan refugees
who work as road con-
struction workers in the
North-East are reloca-
ted to Delhi. They settle
in places like Budh Vihar
and Majnu ka Tila.

1970: The Tibetan Youth
Congress, which aims for
the restoration of com-
plete independence for
Tibet, is founded in
Dharamsala, with the
Dalai Lama delivering 
the inaugural address. 

1979: Chinese leaders
meet an emissary of the
Dalai Lama. 

1987: The Dalai Lama calls
for the establishment of
Tibet as a zone of peace.
He perseveres in his eff-
orts to negotiate with the
Chinese government, f
or Tibet’s autonomy
within China. 

1989:  The Nobel Prize
for Peace is conferred
on the Dalai Lama.  

1993: Dialogue between
China and the Dalai Lama
breaks down. 

2002: The dialogue bet-
ween the Dalai Lama
and Beijing is resumed. 

2008:  Riots erupt in cen-
tral Lhasa on March 14.
Dalai Lama declares that
he has lost hope of reach-
ing an agreement with
the Chinese government,
and adds that the govern-
ment-in-exile may use a
harder line with Beijing. 

March 10, 2009: The
Dalai Lama accuses
China of creating hell 
on earth in Tibet 

March 13, 2009: Chinese
premier Wen Jiabao says
China is willing to meet
with Dalai Lama’s envoys
as long as he renounces
“separatism”.

March 26-30, 2009:
Exiled Tibetans mark 
50 years in India by 
celebrating the ‘Thank
You India Week’ at IIC.
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FIFTY YEARS 
IN EXILE

Harnessing Tibetan youth power
Urgyen Chophel, with father Pema Tsering
Four years ago, Urgyen Chophel, 33, the president
of the Delhi wing of the Tibetan Youth Congress
(TYC), wanted to move back to Tibet. He decided to
visit the land he had grown up dreaming about. But
once he got there, it was his inherent “Indianness”
that made him change his mind. 

“I was born is a free country, and it’s my habit to
speak freely. But in Tibet, I had to watch every
word I uttered. Chinese spies are everywhere, and
if you say something against the Chinese, you are in
big trouble,” says Urgyen, who was born in Kar-
nataka, and did his B.Com. in Mysore.

Even the modern cities the Chinese have erected
in Tibet didn’t excite Urgyen enough to want to live
there. “There is nothing Tibetan about life in Tibet
anymore. Everyone speaks in Chinese there. Even if
you want to hail a taxi, you have to do so in Chi-
nese,” he says. 

On his return from Tibet, Urgyen joined the TYC,
which is fighting for Tibet’s complete independ-
ence from China. “This is my way of doing some-
thing for the Tibetans suffering there,” he says. 

Both Urgyen’s parents were born in Tibet, but feel
at home in India. Says his father Pema Tsering, 63,
“The Brahmaputra flows through Kongpo, my
homeland. That’s why I feel so connected to India,”
says Tsering, adding, “The Buddha was born here.
That’s why the Dalai Lama says India is our guru and
we are its chelas.”

Rakhis for Tibet’s backers
Rinchen Norzom, with grandchildren
She spent her first seven years in Tibet, but
doesn’t remember much beyond the slop-
ing mountains where her nomadic parents
grazed their sheep. It’s the recurring mem-
ory of this landscape that inspired her to
paint sloping mountains on the walls of her
house in Majnu Ka Tila.

Rinchen Norzom, 57, has embraced her
second home as her only home. “This coun-
try gave me shelter when I lost my home. It
gave me a husband and children… I have
grown old here. I will die here,” she says.

As the regional president of the Tibetan
Women’s Association, Rinchen has several
Indian ‘brothers’. “I tie a rakhi to whoever
supports Tibet. I have tied a rakhi to both
Kapil Sibal and George Fernandes,” she
says. It’s the quality of compassion in Indi-
ans, she believes, that makes them a lot like
Tibetans. “Both Indians and Tibetans feel
for the poor, and have a lot of faith in
dharma and karma,” she says. 

Rinchen’s children have moved to
‘greener’ pastures, and when she is not res-
cuing battered Tibetan wives as part of her
women’s association, she is babysitting her
granddaughters, Tenzing Tara and Tenzing
Jetsun. Tara’s parents sell Indian and
Tibetan handicrafts in the US, and Jetsun’s
parents are receiving medical training in
Canada. “They have gone for a better living,
but this is their home,” Rinchen maintains.

Fifty years after a band of brave
Tibetans followed the Dalai Lama to
India to escape Chinese persecution,
NEHA TARA MEHTA talks to exiles
and finds that they are very much
at home in their second home

TIBET’S GEN INDIA

Monk who held a gun
Wangdu Norbu, ‘atoning for sins’
His rosary beads sit somewhat in-
congruously beneath his handlebar
moustache. Former monk Wangdu
Norbu prays everyday to atone for
his sin of picking up the gun and
killing many, in a defeated attempt
to win back his beloved Tibet. “A
lama can’t even kill an ant. And 
look what I did,” he says. 

We meet him in Delhi just before he
leaves for Dharamsala, where he will
meditate for three months. A tremor
has set into this 67-year-old’s hands,
but he sits alert and erect, much like
a soldier. “India has been kind to us
Tibetans, but it should have helped us
get back Tibet,” he says. 

In 1962, the monk joined the Special
Frontier Force, hoping to eventually
liberate Tibet. His prayers, says
Wangdu, saved him from the bullets
in the war zone. His abiding regret is
that though Tibetan soldiers played a
key role in the 1971 India-Pakistan 
war, India did not help them liberate
Tibet. “I am an old man now, but if I
could, I would go and fight to free
Tibet from China. I am trained to
fight. It is my karma,” he says. 

Gave up American Dream
Penpa Tsering, travel agent 
Of his 30 classmates at Tibetan Children’s
Village in Dharamsala, barely 3-4 remain in
India. The rest have gone to Canada, Europe
and USA. They work as doctors, nurses and
engineers. But Kirori Mal College graduate
Penpa Tsering is happy running a travel
agency in Delhi.

“My classmates abroad may be materially
well-off, but I feel I am more fortunate,” he
says, standing in a fly-infested corner in
Delhi’s New Aruna Nagar. “I have all the time
here for myself, my family and for social work.
In the West, everyone is bound by the clock,”
he says. General secretary of an RWA, Tser-
ing looks after the needs of nearly 3,000
Tibetan refugees in his colony.

Tsering has sent his children Tenzing
Yanchin 13, and Tenzing Nangsel, 7, to his
alma mater so that they can learn about
Tibetan culture while being part of India.
“We teach our children that we are refugees.
India is our home, but we can’t stay here for-
ever,” explains his wife Dolma.

While the couple is particular that the
children eat thukpas and momos when
they come home for vacations, the couple
eats dal-chawal at all other times. “We just
love Indian food,” says Dolma. As Tsering
puts it, the couple is “more like Indian
than Tibetans.”

“Delhi is where I want to breathe my last”
Lama Samdup came to India in 1959
Of indeterminate age, Lama Samdup is one of the five surviving lamas who came from
Tibet in 1959 and set up Jangchup monastery, among Delhi’s oldest Tibetan monaster-
ies. He spends much of his day immersed in prayer, or shooing away errant Tibetan chil-
dren who delight in sneaking up under his nose and swinging on a giant Tibetan prayer

wheel just outside the monastery. This is the life he wants
to lead, until he breathes his last — which he says will be

in Delhi.
“Delhi is home. I have travelled all over, but
Delhi is where I want to breathe my last,” he
says, his hands deftly making their way through
a rosary. “When I first came here, everyone was
living in sheds. We raised money for this
monastery and built it with our hands,” he
reminisces. The high point of his life has been
the visit of the Dalai Lama, the Karmapa, and
the XII Tai Situpa to the monastery.

Lama Samdup went to Tibet in 1990 for a pil-
grimage, but didn’t like it there. “You can do
whatever you want in Delhi. But over there,
everyone’s lives are controlled by the Chinese

government.” He continues, “The elders in Tibet
are not happy at all. And the youngsters don’t care

about Tibetan culture.” 
Does he hope to see an independent Tibet in his

lifetime? “There is more chance of independence in
the Dalai Lama’s lifetime. After him, it may be difficult,

since nobody can work as hard for the Tibetan cause
as him. Those who criticise the Dalai Lama don’t
know the actual situation,” he says, as he raises a
stick in mock anger at the children who are glee-
fully climbing the prayer wheel.

FEELS LIKE HOME: A monk looks on as
children play outside the Jangchup
monastery in New Aruna Nagar, the
Tibetan settlement in North Delhi
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