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China: a personal view
by Heather Simmonds

The sheer size of China

| recently spent 10 days touring parts of
China, both on and off the beaten track. |
went because | had the time and the money
and had already got as far as New Zealand.
One of my sons was happy to accompany
me. Overall, our greatest impression was
the sheer size of China: enormous distan-
ces, very large city populations, and even
the tourist attractions were gigantic. For
example, after walking part-way round the
very large Tiananmen Square, we walked a
further mile through the Forbidden City, from
the south gate to the north gate. The ‘city’
consists wholly of courtyards and elaborate
buildings, one after another, all entirely
aimed at restricting access to the Emperor.

Again, the Great Wall turns out to be several
thousand miles long! The part we visited
(Badeling) presented a very stiff climb up
various types of steps and walkways to a
high peak where tourists could go no further.
Nevertheless, even at this point, as in all
other places we visited, private enterprise
was rampant in the form of small traders
eager to sell. You could bargain two-thirds
off the price of anything from books to carv-
ings compared with prices found in official
Government-run shops (provided you
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offered any sort of cash rather than a credit
card). Hordes of visitors were walking on the
Great Wall, even in the wintry off-season.
Alas, the toilets were Chinese, being very
watery and of the squatting type.

The Siik Road brought new ideas
and tolerance

Xian, the ancient capital of China, is an
overnight train journey from Bejing, the site
of the Terracotta Warriors and also a stop
on the ancient Silk Road. | was therefore
looking for exotica but what | found was
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Forecourt and prayer
flag pole of Labuleng
Monastery, founded in
1709. Housing 1000
Tibetan monks, Its
Living Buddha ranks
third in the Tibetan
hierarchy after the
Dalai and Panchen
Lamas. (My son Ross
is in the foreground on
the right.)

ideas. The ancient trade from the west
brought new philosophies, which led to a
greater tolerance and breadth of outlook.
For example, the Wild Goose Pagoda was
originally built in AD 652 to house hundreds
of Buddhist sutras (scriptures) brought back
from India by a monk who spent the rest of
his life translating them from Saskrit. Mos-

lems were also much in evidence in this city.

The fringe of the Tibetan Plateau

Another overnight train journey, going fur-
ther west along the Silk Road, brought us
to Lanzhou. From here it was 175 miles
southwest by road to Xiahe, on the fringe of
the Tibetan Plateau, which proved to be an
epic journey of 7 hours (with lunch stop).

The original road was being widened and
entirely rebuilt, largely by a sect of Muslims
wearing distinctive.white hats. For the
greater part of the whole distance, the work
was in various stages of progress, lined on
both sides by flat-roofed houses. Men,
women and children were around, but there
was much leaning on shovels and talking in
groups. The Peugeot we were travelling in
seemed to have hardly any springs at all
(perhaps by travelling along this road too
often!). This small, infinitessimal fraction of
China provided an insight into the ‘sleeping
giant’ that is now waking up. The road-build-
ing seemed to be organized by communes.
| thought about a totally flexible labour force,
being switched at will from agriculture to
road-building, and what this would do for an
economy. The road is clearly designed to be
lined with trees on both sides (some already

planted) and, equally clearly, is being built
for the lucrative tourist traffic. it was only
near the end of the journey, when we
moved into a mountain valley (the Daxia),
that the population became sparse (though
the road-building continued).

China’s wild west

Xiahe has been described as China’s equiv-
alent of the Wild West. Tibetan people
spread far beyond the area known in the
20th century as Tibet, and the Labuleng
monastery in Xiahe was one of their most
important economic, cultural and religious
centres. At an altitude of nearly 7000 feet, it
was very cald, The weather was dry but ice
was around when you looked for it. All was
very brown in the winter, including the near-
by Sangke Grasslands (a summer gathering
point for nomadic herdspeople).

Labuleng Monastery today houses 1000
resident Tibetan monks and the monastery
language is Tibetan. We were kept waiting
for a couple of hours
in the monastery fore-
court, until an English-
speaking Tibetan
monk turned up. This
was very different
from the red-carpet-
type treatment we

had been given in all
places in China up to
that point. However, |
had speciaily asked
for the monastery
visit, they wanted

Monastery guide.
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Monastery.

tourists (to fuel the town’s economy) and
they didn’t want us to be shown round by a
Chinese. Perhaps they prepared the
monastery for us; | don’t know. The monk
who escorted us had limited English (as
indeed had our female guide of the past 2
days!), his first language being Tibetan, sec-
ond Mandarin and third English, and ques-
tions were difficult. We saw a large number
of temples and Buddhas, all in various
degrees of use {chanting, drumming), old
Tibetan books stacked casually on old
shelves, and the usual butter lamps, some-
times in pools of ice. In a small museum,
with all exhibits labelled in Chinese
or Tibetan, no English, the guide left
us for the first time to sit outside in
the sun. | fetched him in to explain a
map on the wall. | was astounded to
learn {with difficulty) that the present
monastery was only about a fifth of
its original size, the rest having been
destroyed by the ‘cultural relations’,
a term for the Cultural Revolution of
the 1960s. A large part of the town
has since been rebuilt.

The town itself did indeed have a
Wild West feel to it, with Tibetan men
looking somewhat like Red Indians
lowering suspiciously from under
wide-brimmed hats, their women in
long heavy dresses, cerise-robed
monks, carts and donkeys, a line of

Left: Two Tibetan boys
on a bicycle in the
forecourt of Labuleng

Right: Part of a yak
butter sculpture inside
the monastery. These
magnificently coloured
scuptures are full of
elaborate detail and
are recreated each
year. They are also
very smelly!

prayer wheels under an overhang on one
corner in constant use, exuberant children,
and of course the Chinese as well. Our
hotel had no running water at all in the bath-
rooms except for the Western toilets {luxu-
ry!!). Our only evening meal there was
unforgettable, in a private room as the day-
light faded and the electric light flickered
and died several times, with my son phoning
New Zealand (as if we were on another
planet) and no forks, so | used chopsticks.

In the morning | walked alone past Tibetan
and Chinese houses huddled along the hill.
A man carried water in two pails
from a yoke over his shoulders. A
Tibetan woman came out of her
house and tipped some extremely
dirty water out into the river. There
was a big pile of dung nearby.

In this area, the Chinese one-child
policy has been relaxed and it cer-
tainly showed in the vastly increased
numbers of children compared with
the other places we went to. it was
hard to tell the ratio of Chinese to
Tibetans, but it was crystal clear that
all races there are poised to prosper
from the increased tourism being
promoted for the area. Indeed, this
may be the Tibetan monastery’s best
hope of cultural survival.

Left: Tibetan woman in Xiahe street.
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On exiles and defeats
by Maria Eugenia Bravo Caldera

No. It was not the bad time in Chena,

nor the sudden grim prosecutions,

in improvised war councils,

no. The blind gun that hits me on the shoulder
didn't defeat me,

nor investigation's black hood of horror

nor the grey hell of the stadiums

with their roars of terror,

no. Neither was it the iron bars at the window
cuttting us in pieces from life,

nor the watch kept on our house

nor the stealthy tread,

nor the slide into the deep maw of hunger.

No: What defeated me was the street that was not mine,
the borrowed language learned in hastily set-up courses.
What defeated me was the lonely, uncertain figure

in longitudes that did not belong to us.

it was Greenwich

longitude zero

close to nothing.

What defeated me was the alien rain,
forgetting words

the groping memory,

friends far away

and the atrocious ocean between us,
wetting the letters | waited for

which did not come.

What defeated me was yearning day after day

at Jerningham Road

agonising under the fog

at Elephant and Castle

sobbing on London Bridge.

And | was defeated step by step

by the harsh calendar,

and between Lunes-Monday and Martes-Tuesday

| had shrivelled into a stranger.

What defeated me was the absence of your tenderness, my country.

QOriginal written in Spanish
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In memoriam: Veronica Roach

by Tim Roach

Veronica Roach was a long-standing mem-
ber of St James'’s community, though she
had been too frail to attend in recent years.
Born on 26 February 1928, she died on 30
March 2006. Below is a part of the funeral
address given by her brother.

Care for others showed early

One of my earliest memories of Veronica is
when | was 5 years old and World War 1l
had started. | had my head out of the win-
dow, listening to German bombers flying to
the Midlands, when Veronica dragged me
away, saying ‘Put your head in; they’ll drop
a bomb on it.’ This remained a pattern for
her life: caring for and about others.

From college to faétory inspectorate

Veronica loved her studies, particularly lan-
guages. A star pupil, she won a state schol-
arship to study sociology at Bedford College
but she caught meningitis and nearly died.
Her very incisive mind was damaged and
she took 4 years for her degree. Then she
joined the Factory Inspectorate.

One of her first tasks was to buy business
suits, and the second was to get a driving
licence and a car! It was a very underpow-
ered Standard 8, top speed around 55 mph.
This was the first car we had had in the
family since 1939, and it was now 1952!
Generous as she always was, Veronica
enabled both me and my sister Gillian to
learn to drive using that little car.

Her first inspections were in Birmingham

where she made many friends, living in one
of the flatlets provided for single working
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tadies, who were expected to need more
protection than men, they were treated
rather as though they were still at College!

She went to Norwich next, and took a room
in the house of her great friend Nesta
Sapte. About this time she developed her
liking for international travel, having already
been in ltaly where she had an audience
with the Pope, to France to hear Charles de
Gaulle speak and to Canada.

Soroptimism

It was in Norwich, too, that she joined the
Soroptimists, a cause and a club that she
supported greatly for the rest of her life.
Later, in Taunton, Somerset, she became
President of the local Soroptimist Club and
invited her family to the Annual Dinner.

Finally, she came to live at South Woodford
where she was sometimes referred to as the
Barking Factory Inspector. At the age of 55,
Veronica retired from her job tq look after
our mother who was ailing. Nevertheless,
her love of Soroptimism continued and she
was always on hand to support family mem-
bers in various ways as well as a number of
charities. Unfortunately, in recent years, her
health gradually declined. Always punctil-
jous in replying to letters, thanking people
for gifts, she expected the same of others,
and several of us were reprimanded for
lacking the standards set by our mother.

The grace used by Soroptimists at the end
of their formal functions says a lot about
Veronica, ending with the words ‘ever mind-
ful of the needs of others.’
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