
Tibet's longest serving female political
prisoner, Tibetan nun Ngawang

Sangdrol, was released from Drapchi prison
in October last year to seek medical
treatment in the US. Ms Sangdrol was first
arrested in 1990, aged 13, in a group of nuns
at a festival at Norbu Lingka, the former
summer palace of His Holiness the Dalai
Lama, in Lhasa, Tibet. 

This is an edited transcript of an
interview Ms Sangdrol gave to
representatives of the American Foreign
Policy Council (AFPC). We recommend you
read the full transcript at the Australian Tibet
Council website: www.atc.com.au 

AFPC: The Chinese have occupied Tibet
since 1959, so you were part of the third
generation born under Chinese rule. It is
fascinating that even after almost a half-
century of the Chinese trying to eliminate
Tibetan culture, that the spirit of nationalism
is still strong and Tibetan people still respect
the Dalai Lama. What was the attitude of
people in the area of Lhasa where you were
born? 

Ms Sangdrol: The Tibetan people in my
home neighbourhood all have the same
attitude, love for our country and His
Holiness the Dalai Lama. I was born in a
small neighbourhood in Lhasa. The city is
now of mixed ethnicity, but mostly Chinese,
who are moving in from outside of Tibet.
They speak Chinese, not Tibetan. With the
new train link to central China, there will be
even more ethnic Chinese moving into
Tibet. I entered the nunnery when I was 12.
My family is very religious, but I also had the
desire to join the nunnery. My parents had
suffered under Chinese rule, and they told
their experiences to me. There is no person
in Tibet who doesn't understand what is
going on under Chinese rule. Everyone has a
burning desire to speak out for freedom. I
was arrested in a group of thirteen nuns from
the Garu Nunnery for chanting for freedom
during a Tibetan festival at Norbu Lingka.
We walked into the middle of the crowd
before we began shouting, ‘Free Tibet! Long
live His Holiness the Dalai Lama.’ Almost
immediately, Chinese police in uniform and
in plain clothes dragged us away. We 13 nuns
were forced into a truck and beaten severely
by the police on the way to Gutsa prison.
Gutsa is a temporary prison, where people
are detained until Chinese officials give
sentences. Then, they are taken to Drapchi
prison in the Lhasa area. I was in a cell with
three other nuns. I was kept there for nine
months. The torture by prison officials began
immediately and did not let up. When we
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arrived at the prison we were subjected to
many hours of violent interrogation. The
officials called us ‘splittists’ and ‘counter-
revolutionaries.’ We were subjected to severe
beatings and forced to do prison labour.
They even tied us up in a very painful
‘airplane’position, where our hands were tied
back and hung from the ceiling. It felt like
my shoulders were being pulled out of their
sockets. Once, when they were torturing me
with electric shocks to my neck, I
instinctively ripped the wire off and threw it
to the ground. A Chinese guard pointed a
gun to my head and said, ‘Now you are
going to die.’ They didn't care that I was a
small child. The men doing the torture were
usually Tibetans who worked for the
Chinese. 

AFPC: Under those harsh conditions, as a
very young nun trapped in a horrible
environment where every day would bring
more suffering, how did you not lose your
faith or develop hatred for those who were
persecuting you? 

Ms Sangdrol: My parents were very spiritual.
I was brought up from a young age learning
about religion and how to pray. They also
told me some things about the political
situation our country was under. For that
reason, I never lost my faith or became
overwhelmed by hatred or fear. I knew the
Buddhist teachings emphasize always doing
good for others. I never stopped praying.
What I had learned from my parents kept
me going. 

AFPC: After nine months, when you were
released from the jail, were you able to return
to the nunnery? 

Ms Sangdrol: I was not permitted to return to
the nunnery. So I went back to my parents'
home, similar to being under house arrest.
My father and brother were arrested for
political reasons and my mother had passed
away while I was in jail. At home, I was

always watched by police and could not
contact friends. But after around one year, I
felt compelled to protest again. So I arranged
with some others to protest in the Barkhor
area of Lhasa. As soon as we began calling for
Tibet's freedom, the police took me away
once again. This time I spent more than 11
years in Drapchi prison. 

AFPC: Please explain how you and the nuns
in your prison cell recorded the songs in
Drapchi Prison that became known around
the world as symbolizing the Tibetan
people's struggle for freedom. 

Ms Sangdrol: In 1992, not long after I was
arrested again and taken to Drapchi prison,
twelve of us nuns were held in a small cell with
very little sunlight. There were 14 of us who
volunteered to sing into a tape recorder that
had been smuggled into the prison by a fellow
prisoner. When we recorded the songs, secretly
at night, it was not our intention to spread our

Ngawang Sangdrol witha member of the
American Foreign Policy Council on her
arrival in America
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message to the world outside of Tibet. I did
not know much about the world because I was
still young. But we wanted our awful situation
and our love for our country to be known to
the Tibetan people. Through the monthly
visits we received from our families, we began
to learn that our songs had become very well
known outside of the prison. 

AFPC:  What did you do to survive mentally
during your periods of confinement? 

Ms Sangdrol: I tried to constantly say my
prayers. I concentrated so much on the
prayers and was so focused on the need to
finish numerous repetitions of long prayers
that I had memorised, it seemed there was
not enough time in the day to finish them

all. I just kept my mind concentrated on my
Buddhist prayers. Sometimes I was so
focused on my silent chanting that I would
forget it was mealtime and would skip eating
whatever they would slide into my cell. I also
hand wove mala beads out of threads that I
unwound from my shirt. To hide what I was
doing from the guards, I unravelled thread
from the bottom of my shirt while I quietly
recited my prayers. I would try to say 1,000
prayers before lunchtime. 

AFPC: Were you surprised when the Chinese
authorities released you? 

Ms Sangdrol: I was not expecting to be
released, and had no idea how many people
and organizations outside of Tibet were
seeking to help me. I greatly appreciate the
assistance that the International Campaign

for Tibet is giving me, especially to improve
my health and receive assistance from good
doctors. It is taking me time to adjust to this
new atmosphere of freedom because I spent
my life either under an authoritarian system
or inside of a prison. I am very moved by the
concern that the international community is
showing in my case. Even as I enjoy this
freedom, I am concerned that many more
Tibetan political prisoners, including my
fellow nun Phuntsok Nyidron, are
languishing in Chinese jails. I am appealing
to the international community so that they
too can be released and enjoy freedom. The
Tibetan people are eagerly waiting for the day
when they can see the return of their true
leader, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, to their
homeland, with freedom, dignity and respect.

of dogma may be ascribed to differences
of time and circumstance as well as
cultural influences; indeed, there is no
end to scholastic argument when we
consider the purely metaphysical side of
religion. However, it is much more
beneficial to try to implement in daily life
the shared precepts for goodness taught
by all religions rather than to argue about
minor differences in approach. There are
many different religions to bring comfort
and happiness to humanity in much the
same way as there are particular
treatments for different diseases. For all
religions endeavour in their own way to
help living beings avoid misery and gain
happiness. And, although we can find
causes for preferring certain
interpretations of religious truths, there
is much greater cause for unity, stemming
from the human heart. Each religion
works in its own way to lessen human
suffering and contribute to world
civilization. Conversion is not the point.
For instance, I do not think of converting
others to Buddhism or merely furthering
the Buddhist cause. Rather, I try to think
of how I, as a Buddhist humanitarian, can
contribute to human happiness. While
pointing out the fundamental similarities
between world religions, I do not advocate
one particular religion at the expense of
all others, nor do I seek a new 'world
religion'. All the different religions of the
world are needed to enrich human
experience and world civilization. Our
human minds, being of different calibre
and disposition, need different
approaches to peace and happiness. 

Around VI
VEN DEKYI’S FAREWELL
What a wonderful occasion Ven Dekyi’s
farewell was. About 100 people gathered
around the stupa to give our precious teacher a
fond farewell. On the night, Ven Dekyi’s friends
and students donated more than $1,500
towards her pilgrimage to India. Together with
other donations the total we have been able to
offer is $3,800. VI was also hoping to present
Ven Dekyi with a beautiful Vajrasattva statue,
designed by Lama Zopa’s statue maker in Nepal
and blessed by monks at Kopan monastery,
however the gift was put into quarantine by
customs. It has since been freed and given to
Ven Dekyi who will be taking the statue with
her on retreat. Many thanks to Darri for co-
ordinating the farewell party and Jackie and
Lester Coughlan and John Forester†for setting
up and decorating the backyard.  

NEW SANGHA
VI would like to congratulate one of our
students,  Linette Lo Monaco, who was
ordained on Friday†6th of June by Geshe
Dawa. Linette’s ordination name is Ven Dawa
Yangchen. We wish Ven Yangchen every
happiness on her new path.

FESTIVAL OF TIBET
The festival, held at Petersham Town Hall on
His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s birthday, was a
resounding success - as was VI’s stall. A big
thank you to all volunteers, especially Tania
Duratovic and Phil Hunt who co-ordinated our
stall. 

SEEKING LAPTOP COMPUTER
The VI office is desperately in need of a laptop
computer. We are looking for one that is
capable of having the internet and email on it.
If you can help, please call Beth during office
hours.

MORE THANKS
With our centre looking clean and organised we
are proud to welcome our new teacher Geshe
Ngawang Samten in August. Many thanks to all
the volunteers who came along on Sunday 27th
to dust, weed, vacuum and tidy. 

The principles discussed so far are in
accordance with the ethical teachings of
all world religions. I maintain that every
major religion of the world ñ Buddhism,
Christianity, Confucianism, Hinduism,
Islam, Jainism, Judaism, Sikhism,
Taoism, Zoroastrianism ñ has similar
ideals of love, the same goal of benefiting
humanity through spiritual practice, and
the same effect of making their followers
into better human beings. All religions
teach moral precepts for perfecting the
functions of mind, body, and speech. All
teach us not to lie or steal or take others'
lives, and so on. The common goal of all
moral precepts laid down by the great
teachers of humanity is unselfishness.
The great teachers wanted to lead their
followers away from the paths of negative
deeds caused by ignorance and to
introduce them to paths of goodness. All
religions agree upon the necessity to
control the undisciplined mind that
harbours selfishness and other roots of
trouble, and each teaches a path leading
to a spiritual state that is peaceful,
disciplined, ethical, and wise. It is in this
sense that I believe all religions have
essentially the same message. Differences
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august  spiritual  program

WEEKDAYS & NIGHTS

Meditation for a Peaceful Mind
with Ven Tenzin Chönyi and senior students,
Mondays, 4, 11, 18, 25: 7.30 pm
Meditation is not something mysterious, nor is
it showing us a way to simply ëspace out’. It is,
rather, a very practical and simple way to train
our minds to become familiar with the positive
states that are beneficial to ourselves and,
therefore, to all those around us. It is a skilful
way to deal with relationship disasters, job loss,
anger, jealousy, resentment and depression.
Suitable for new and experienced students. 
Suggested donation: $12

Discovering Buddhism: How to
Develop Bodhicitta 
with Ven Tenzin Chönyi, Tuesday, 5: 7.30 pm,
for enrolled students only
Discovering Buddhism is an entry level series of
courses. Participants gain an experiential taste
of the Buddha’s teachings, meditation retreat
experience and the skills they need to make
their lives more meaningful.

Discovering Buddhism:
Transforming Problems
with Renate Ogilvie, Information Night Tuesday,
19: 7.30 pm, Course begins Tuesday 26 August,
continues 2, 9, 16, 23 September 
Happiness and suffering are dependent upon
your mind. They do not come from outside.
All of your happiness, all of your suffering are
created by you, by your own mind. This course
teaches us how to be happy when we are not,
by bringing about the changes in attitude that

permit us to live a happy and relaxed life. The
main text will be Transforming Problems Into
Happiness by Lama Zopa Rinpoche, available
from the VI bookshop. See enclosed flyer for
more information. Bookings essential.
Contribution: $80/$72 members

Introduction to Buddhist Psychology
with Ven Tenzin Chönyi , Wednesdays 6, 13, 20,
7.30pm, For enrolled students only.
Series of six weekly sessions comparing western
and Buddhist psychology. 

Friday discussion group
Fridays, 1,8,15,22, 10am
Listen to a tape, or watch a video, or simply
discuss puzzling points about Buddhism.
Facilitated by Ven Dorje.
Suitable for all. By donation.

Guided Meditation
with senior students, Sunday,10, 24 10am-11am
Suitable for all. By donation.

SPECIAL EVENTS IN AUGUST
Nyung Na Retreat 
Thursday 31st July evening registration - Sunday
3rd August 7am finish at Vijayaloka Retreat
Centre, 7 Howard Place, Minto Heights
Nyung Na is a powerful two-day fasting retreat
based on Avalokiteshvara, the Buddha of
Compassion. For further information please
contact Chris Beveridge on 041 065 0823
Contribution incl GST: $125

Calming the Disturbed Mind:
Weekend Retreat
with Ven Tenzin Chönyi (Dr Diana Taylor)
Saturday August 2 and Sunday 3: 10.00 am to
4.00 pm
A weekend of meditation on the twelve links of
cyclic existence. Suitable for anyone who wants
a quiet, contemplative weekend. A vegetarian
lunch will be provided on both days.
Contribution incl GST: $65/$60 members for
weekend, $37.50/$32.50 members for a single
day ñ cost includes lunch. Discovering
Buddhism students $15 for lunch only.
Bookings essential. 

Please see back page and flyer for
details of Ven Robina Courtin’s
Chasing Buddha Tour
Please note: The office will be closed on Friday
August 29 during the ‘Chasing Buddha’ retreat.

Lord Buddha’s First Teaching - 
Light Offering and Prayers.
Saturday 2, 5pm
Join us for light offerings and prayers around
the stupa to celebrate the Buddha’s first turning
of the wheel of dharma.

Calming the
Disturbed Mind
with Ven

Chönyi 10am-4pm
Nyung Na Retreat
ends

3 Meditation for a
Peaceful Mind with
Ven Chönyi and
senior students,
7.30pm 

4 Tara Puja, 6.00
pm, precepts 

How to Develop
Bodhicitta with Ven
Chönyi (enrolled
students only)

5 Introduction to
Buddhist Psychology
with Ven Chönyi
(enrolled students
only) 7.30pm

6 Guru Puja, Tsog
7.30pm7

Discussion group
10am 

8 9

Guided Meditation
with senior students
10am-11am

10 Meditation for a
Peaceful Mind with
Ven Chönyi and
senior students,
7.30pm 

11 ●● Full Moon
Precepts12 Introduction to

Buddhist Psychology
with Ven Chönyi
(enrolled students
only) 7.30pm

13 14 Discussion group
10am 

Dealing with Stress in a
Troubled World with
Ven Robina Courtin,
Masonic Centre, 7.30pm

15 Vajrayogini Self
Initiation (must
have completed

retreat) 9.30am
(contact Sandy Sharpe
9439 3540)

16

Dealing with
Anger, Resentment and
Injustice with Ven Robina
Courtin, 10am-4.30pm,
Balmain Town Hall

17 Meditation for a
Peaceful Mind with
Ven Chönyi and
senior students,
7.30pm 

18 Discovering
Buddhism
Information

Night ‘Transforming
Problems’ with Renate
Ogilvie, 7.30 pm

19 Introduction to
Buddhist Psychology
with Ven Chönyi
(enrolled students
only) 7.30pm

20 21
Discussion group
10am 
Guru Puja, Tsong
7.30pm

22 23

Guided Meditation
with senior students
10am-11am

24 Meditation for a
Peaceful Mind with
Ven Chönyi and
senior students,
7.30pm 

25
Discovering Buddhism
‘Transforming
Problems’ with Renate
Ogilvie, 7.30 pm

26 ● New Moon
Precepts27 Freedom From the

Prison of Our Minds
Retreat with Ven Robina
Courtin Chevalier Centre
Kensington start 5pm

28 Discussion group
10am 

Freedom From the Prison of
Our Minds Retreat with Ven
Robina Courtin, Chevalier
Centre. OFFICE CLOSED.

29 Freedom From
the Prison of
Our Minds

Retreat with Ven
Robina Courtin
Chevalier Centre

30

Freedom From
the Prison of Our
Minds Retreat

with Ven Robina
Courtin Chevalier
Centre ends 4pm

31 30 1 2 3 Nyung Na
Retreat (starts evening
31st July)
Discussion group
10am 

1 Nyung Na Retreat,
Precepts, Lord Buddha’s
First Teaching

Calming the Disturbed Mind with
Ven Chönyi 10am-4pm, Light
Offerings and Prayers 5pm 
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SUNDAY MONDAY TUESDAY WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY SATURDAY

Most courses that VI offers include a
suggested donation to help cover costs.
We understand that students are not

always able to donate this amount. If you
are unable to offer the sum suggested

please give what you are able.
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Lama Zopa’s Health
Rinpoche has just seen a Tibetan doctor

who is also Western-trained. The essence of
his diagnosis is that Rinpoche's body is
exhausted and the best thing is to rest.
Because of this Ven Roger has asked
students to be especially mindful. “I always
remember what Lama Yeshe said when once
I asked him to please accept long life puja.
Lama Yeshe said 'Main thing is my students
try their best to practice Dharma and be
harmonious with each other, kind to
everyone - this is the very best kind of long
life puja for me.’I very strongly believe in this
advice and I know a lot of people out there
are doing a lot to benefit others…thank
you.”

Australia gets another FPMT Centre
The FPMT has officially recognised the

Kadam Sharawa Centre on the Central
Coast.  An email from the international
office offered their thanks to VI for
supporting and guiding this fantastic group of
students to set up a new centre. In turn we
congratulate Kadam Sharawa director Jill
Grosche and students for all their hard work
and dedication.

Dealing with Stress in a Troubled
World: Public Talk
with Ven Robina Courtin, 7.30pm, Friday 15th
August, Banquet Hall, Masonic Centre, 279
Castlereagh St, Sydney 
Contribution: $20/$12 concession (plus
Ticketek booking fee)
Bookings: Ticketek 02 9266 4800

Dealing with Anger, Resentment and
Injustice: Course
with Ven Robina Courtin, 10am-4.30pm,
Sunday 17th August, Balmain Town Hall, 
370 Darling St, Balmain
Contribution: $85/$75 members; concession
and sponsored places available
Bookings: Vajrayana Institute 9550 2066

Freedom From the Prison of Our
Minds: Retreat
with Ven Robina Courtin, Thursday evening
28th August 5pm - Sunday31st August 4pm,
residential retreat, non-residential attendance
possible Fri-Sun, Chevalier Resource Centre,
I Roma Ave, Kensington
Contribution incl GST: Residential Retreat:
$480/$450 members; non-residential
$85/$75 one day; $160/$145 two days;
$240/$215 three days.
Bookings: Vajrayana Institute 9550 2066

Vajrasattva Mountain Centre
P¥R¥O¥G¥R¥A¥M

For details call Ven Thubten Tenzin on 

4782 1931
155 LURLINE ST,  KATOOMBA

Kadam Sharawa Centre
P¥R¥O¥G¥R¥A¥M
For details call Jill Grosche on 

4324 8860
CENTRAL COAST

Dharma material should be burned, not thrown out. 
Please cut out any pictures of holy teachers or images and

return to VI office. At the request of Kyabje Thubten Zopa
Rinpoche these images will be included inside stupas. While

burning recite OM AH HUNG and visualise that the printed
words absorb into AH and the AH absorbs into you.

SEE ENCLOSED FLYER FOR MORE INFORMATION ON CHASING BUDDHA TOUR 2003

Chasing Buddha Tour 2003 


