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Synopsis
One Liner
In September 2006, two very different groups of
people were fated to meet in the snow-capped
Himalayas. One sought freedom, the other
adventure. A murder brought them together.
One paragraph
In September 2006, two unlikely groups of people
crossed paths in the snow-capped Himalayas, one
seeking freedom, the other adventure. A brutal
murder threw them together, changing their lives
forever. In an incident that shocked the world, a
teenage nun, Kelsang Namtso, was killed when
Chinese border police opened fire on a group of
pilgrims, as they fled Tibet over the famous Nangpa
Pass, the gateway to Nepal and to freedom. The
shooting was witnessed by international mountain
climbers, some of whom photographed the events,
helped rescue survivors and sent the story out to
the world.
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One-page Synopsis
In September 2006, two unlikely groups of people crossed paths in the snow-capped Himalayas,
one seeking freedom, the other adventure. A brutal murder threw them together, changing their
lives forever.
In an incident that shocked the world, a teenage Tibetan nun, Kelsang Namtso, was killed when
Chinese border police opened fire on a group of pilgrims as they fled Tibet over the infamous
Nangpa Pass. The shooting was witnessed by international mountain climbers, some of whom
videotaped or photographed the events and also helped rescue survivors and sent the story out
to the world.
Using the original climber footage, reenactments and interviews with witness and survivors,
TIBET: Murder in the Snow tells of young Tibetans who risk their lives each year to illegally cross
the rugged Himalaya Mountains in an attempt to see their spiritual leader, the Dalai Lama, or
attend school in India.
It is a dangerous journey. In September 2006, 70 young people traveled for three nights in the
back of a truck as it drove up towards the mountains. Then the refugees walked for 10 more
nights, with inadequate clothing and limited food and water, to base of the infamous 6000-metre
Nangpa Pass, an ancient trade route to Nepal.
Among those who paid their hard-earned savings to illegal mountain-guides, were teenage farm
girls Dolma Palki, 16, and her best friend Kelsang Namtso, a 17 year-old nun. Both wanted to
meet to meet the Dalai Lama and to study without political interference. Also crossing the
mountains were 14-year-old boy Jamyang Samten and Lobsang Choeden, 29, a farmer.
As the pilgrims picked their way up the snow-covered pass, international mountain climbers
watched them from a nearby camp. Australian “Disco Phil”, Romanian TV cameraman Sergiu
Matei and British policeman Steve Lawes also had paid handsomely to help attain their dream—
to summit Mount Cho Oyu,. They were accompanied by Luis Benitez, a highly experienced
professional mountain guide, who had worked in the Himalaya for years.
But as the climbers watched in horror, the Chinese border police opened fire on the refugees.
Kelsang Namtso was shot dead on the Pass and two other Tibetans were injured. These events
were videotaped by cool-headed Sergiu Matei who picked up his camera, when the shooting
began.
The story broke around the world when American mountain guide, Luis Benitez, emailed his
account of the shooting to a popular climbing website, revealing for the first time the sanctioned
murder of Tibetan refugees by Chinese border police. It changed all of their lives forever.
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About the making of the film
Producer Sally Ingleton was developing a film about an art program that assisted Tibetan
refugees to overcome the trauma of leaving their homeland when she heard about an incident
on the infamous 6000-metre Nangpa Pass, an ancient trade route from Tibet to Nepal.
It was October 2006, a few weeks after a savage attack on unarmed Tibetan refugees by
Chinese border police, which resulted in the death of a 17-year-old nun a few hundred metres
from the Nepalese border.
The events were witnessed by numerous mountain climbers, one of
whom had filmed the attack. Many of the refugees had managed to
avoid arrest and made it safely to Kathmandu.
“I had that rush when you know that this is a really strong story
because you’ve got the witnesses and you’ve got the survivors and
you’ve got this footage which is a really remarkable expose of what
is a much bigger story—the persecution of the Tibetans by the
Chinese authorities,” Ingleton says. “I immediately went to the net
and read about it and looked at the footage on YouTube. It was
amazing how this story just went around the world.”
After securing finance to develop a script, Ingleton teamed up with
director Mark Gould, who had previously filmed in the Himalaya
and had a strong interest in the subject.
The pair set to work tracing key participants in the drama—the
Tibetan refugees who survived the attack, the climbers who witnessed it, the climbing
companies that operate in the region and the shadowy illegal guides who orchestrate refugee
crossings.
“It’s a very sensitive story and we had to be very careful because you are potentially putting
people’s lives in danger,” Sally Ingleton says.
“We had hoped to go into Tibet and track down the family
of Kelsang Namtso, the teenage nun who was killed, but it
wasn’t possible. We were told that the family was under
surveillance and that to contact them could have huge
repercussions.”
Mark Gould flew to India in August 2007 on a preliminary
research trip, filming interviews with several survivors,
while Sally Ingleton traced the climbers, many of whom
were reluctant to speak.
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“I started off contacting the climbing companies and a lot of
them wouldn’t help because they didn’t want to jeopardise
their business, which relies on Chinese access to the
mountain. It is very sensitive. But I scoured the web and
gradually I tracked people down. A lot of them had taken
footage of their climbs on mobile phones and small video
cameras. One by one I put together an ensemble of people
and negotiated access to their footage and photographs”.
“I knew the key people were, Sergiu Matei who had filmed the
young nun being shot and Luis Benitez, because he had such
a strong story. He had emailed his story out and this had sent
a huge ripple through the climbing community and had a very
dramatic impact on his life.”
Both men had engaged an agent in the United States and
were negotiating a possible deal with Hollywood for a feature
film. They were initially uncertain about participating. But
persistence eventually paid off and Mark Gould set off with
cameraman Jeff Malouf in April 2008 on a five-week filming trip taking in Nepal, India, Slovakia,
Romania, Denmark and the US.
“Apart from being hot and hard and heavy at times, it was not a particularly difficult shoot, but
there were lots of subtle cultural bridges to cross,” Gould says.
“The most challenging thing was that with each interview, one had to take the person back into a
safe space. Some of the interviews lasted three or four hours; we had to take them right back
into the deepest, darkest recesses of their memory and have them access some pretty horrific
experiences with the right sort of mindset. We wanted to know how they felt.”
The filmmakers knew that parts of the story—including the deals done with illegal guides and the
escape across the inhospitable mountain pass—could be best illustrated using reenactment.
Most of the scenes were filmed over several days in northern India, using a dry riverbed as a
location for the rocky Tibetan terrain. Extras were chosen during a casting call at a school for
Tibetan refugees.
“Then we took a smaller group of them, all of whom had been part of the Nangpa group, up to
the snow fields for a seven-hour trek behind Dharamsala. We went right up to above the tree line
so the landscape was sufficiently rocky and snowy.”
Of particular sensitivity was the reenactment of the scene depicting the torture of Jamyang
Samten by Chinese police. Gould cast three actors
from the Tibetan Institute of Performing Arts.
“My main concern was for Jamyang to tell his story in
a way that didn’t traumatise him and I felt that the
safest way to do that, was for him to direct the story,”
Gould says.
“He was very present during the filming and he was
saying ‘go harder, go faster, more painful’. He was
very happy with the way the actors performed it”.
“There were some significant ethical concerns in
some of those scenes, because you are dealing with
kids who have been through very traumatic
experiences. That’s why gaining their trust and
building relationships is so important. I didn’t want to dig up stuff that was going to leave
them in a mess.”
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While Mark Gould praises the bravery of climbers such as
Luis Benitez and Sergiu Matei, who chose to tell their stories,
he finds it extraordinary that of 100 people in the camp at
the time of the murder, only a handful admit to
photographing it.
“It beggars belief. I’m sure there are more photos out there
than have actually been revealed and I think that climbers
are scared to speak out.”
But while others have questioned the ethics of those who
continued to climb before reporting the murder, or who
chose not to report it at all, Mark Gould is not so sure.
“It’s very easy from this distance to pass judgment, but we
weren’t there. The conditions are really extreme. We’re
talking about a situation where it’s such a high altitude that it could take you half an hour to walk
400 metres across camp.. Actually doing things—sitting down, writing an email, hooking up the
satellite phone—it’s a major thing to do. A lot of people were saying ‘don’t do anything, don’t say
anything’, and you’re potentially under surveillance; and of course it was police who had
committed the murder. The atmosphere in base camp is pretty scary”.
“I think the bigger story is the shooting, because someone was killed. The ethical issues that
arose afterwards changed some people’s lives, but what’s bigger than a murder? It’s a statesanctioned murder and it’s part of a program of cultural genocide, but I think that the Chinese
push that sort of thing under the carpet.”
Both Mark Gould and Sally Ingleton hope their film will increase viewers’ awareness of the plight of
Tibetan people.
“Everyone has heard reports of human rights abuses in Tibet, but it doesn’t really hit home until
you see a story like this and you hear from the kids and you see how innocent these kids are. The
Tibetan authorities are sure that it has occurred before, but this was the first time they had
witnesses,” Ingleton says.
“I just hope it makes people question the behaviour of the Chinese. Surely in this day and
age, there should be room for more international pressure to improve the situation for people
in Tibet.”
Mark Gould concurs.
“I hope this film gives people an understanding of the complexity and of the political situation in
Chinese-controlled Tibet and the absolutely desperate plight of the Tibetan people,” he says.
“The shocking thing for us, is that they shot unarmed people, as they were moving away, just 300
or 400 metres from the Nepalese border.
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About the climbers
Luis Benitez, USA: 36. Aprofessional mountaineer guide who has
climbed the Himalaya since 1999 and summited Mount Everest six
times, Luis Benitez was leading an expedition to the summit of
Mount Cho Oyu in September 2006 and was in the base camp when
the shooting started. He broke the story around the world after
emailing his account to Explorer’s Web, a decision that cost him his
career and changed his life. Luis now works as a senior trainer and
wilderness educator for Outward Bound Professional.
Sergiu Matei, Romania: 29. A larger-than-life television cameraman
who was filming the adventure of his attempt to climb Mount Cho
Oyu, Sergiu Matei captured the murder on film after having the
presence of mind to pick up his camera when the shooting began.
The chilling footage earned him an Emmy nomination and made
headlines around the world.

Steve Lawes, UK: 45. A policeman and a response driver in the
Bristol countryside with over 20 years service as a police officer. A
trained observer, Steve was the first climber prepared to give his
name and admit he had witnessed a murder. An experienced
climber, Steve loves outdoor challenges. He was suffering from
pulmonary oedema at the time of the events and witnessed the
shooting and its aftermath from the base camp.

Lee Farmer, UK: 38. A land agent, a deal maker, an outdoorsman
and a budding travel writer, Lee Farmer thinks of himself as a risk
taker and describes himself as a “collector of summits”. His passion
is the challenge. Lee is a great student of exploration history and
sees himself following in the footsteps of his heroes. Lee summited
Mount Everest in May 2008.
Paul Rogers, UK: 46. Assistant Mountain Guide to Luis Benitez. He
did not witness the shooting as he was acclimatising further up the
mountain. He first heard about the incident from Luis Benitez who
told him about it on the radio. Once back at Base Camp, Luis told
Paul he had emailed the story out to Explorers Web. Concerned
about the safety of the group Paul consulted with experienced
climber Russell Brice.
(Australian Version)
Disco Phil, Australia: 38. Phil is a quarantine officer, fitness fanatic
and confessed altitude junkie. Once a professional ski-instructor, Phil
works as a quarantine officer to feed his mountain climbing habit. An
experienced Himalayan climber, Phil was with a hand-picked British
expedition as a leader-in-training. Phil witnessed the shooting before
continuing his climb up Mount Cho Oyu, which he summited without
oxygen.
www.360degreefilms.com.au
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About the Tibetan refugees

Lobsang Choeden: Aged 29, Lobsang Choenden had eked out
a living in Tibet selling butter and escaped across the mountain
to fulfill his dream of meeting the Dalai Lama. His wife and two
young children have recently joined him in Dharamsala, where
he hopes to build a new life.

Dolma Palki: A farm girl in Tibet, 16-year-old Dolma was the
best friend of murdered nun Kelsang, and set off for India with
the dream of gaining a proper education and seeing the Dalai
Lama in person. Now studying at the Suja School in
Dharamsala, she is considering becoming a nun in honour of her
friend.

Jamyang Samten: At the age of 11, Jamyang was so unhappy
in his Chinese-run school that he misbehaved enough to get
expelled. He worked and saved for the next four years to
escape. He was arrested by Chinese border police while
attempting the cross the NangPa-La Pass and was interrogated
and tortured before being released. Within a few months, he
forged papers and successfully crossed into India, where he is
now studying at the Suja School, near Dharamsala.

In their own words
Lee Farmer, climber
I was actually in the mess tent and I heard a big crack.
I thought ‘Where the hell are we?’ We’re in the middle of nowhere, we’re at a base camp that is
day’s walk away from the nearest town—a town which you can describe as something out of a
cowboy film—and suddenly I thought this is Once Upon a Time in Tibet.
Luis Benitez, professional mountain guide
It’s like this (claps hands). And everybody stopped what they were doing and we all kind of
looked at each other like ‘Did we just hear what we think we heard?’
My sirdar comes in and he said, ‘Very, very bad soldiers, soldiers shooting, soldiers shooting’.
And as soon as he said that then you could hear the machine-gun fire—dat-dat-dat-dat-dat.
Out of all the years I’d been in the mountains it was definitely the first time—the only time—
that I didn’t want to be where I was.
www.360degreefilms.com.au
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I get on the satellite phone to a good friend of mine
who runs an adventure website and say, ‘Can you
believe what happened here? This is crazy’. And he
said, ‘I have no idea what you are talking about.
Shooting? Who got shot? What are you talking
about?’
I was just furious with the fact that over 100 people
had watched that happen and I know for a fact that at
least 75 per cent of the people had satellite
communication equipment. This atrocity of silence in
my opinion far outweighed the atrocity of the act.
This is the story I need to tell and I will never stop
telling. If I had to sacrifice a large part of what I did to
do that, then that is a sacrifice that needed to be made.
Sergiu Matei, climber
As soon as I saw the soldier shouldering his weapon
and start firing I just went ‘Oi, stop that!’ And he just
turned around and sort of said ‘Back off it’s not your
problem’ … and in that second I just dropped my
coffee, went for my camera and I filmed everything.
I filmed them from the kitchen tent. I tore a net open, I
burned it with my lighter so I can have an opening and I was filming.
He shoulders his weapon, he takes aim and he fires. And now he shot Kelsang right about now,
bang. She went down, that’s it. That’s a 17-year-old nun—game over.
I don’t know what I felt… it was just like I was whacked in the head with something. I just said, f-k this is sick.
Honestly, I reckon she was still alive or she could have been still saved when the Chinese border
patrol got to her. They were taking photos with Kelsang’s body, you know, like a hunting picture.
Steve Lawes, climber
In the UK if you shoot somebody who’s going away in the back, posing no threat to you
whatsoever—even if they just burgled your house—that is going to be murder.
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Dolma Palki, 18 Tibetan refugee
When we first heard the gunshots we didn’t believe it. We thought it was mountaineers whom we
had seen earlier on, setting off fire crackers for fun.
I didn’t know until after five days that Kelsang was dead. So I just cried and cried. We were just
near the border when the Chinese got her. She was very young, only 17 years old.
His Holiness, the Dalai Lama advised me that she died for a good cause and that her next rebirth
will be a special one. This advice gave me tremendous strength.
Jamyang Samten, 16 Tibetan refugee
When I had the audience with His Holiness, my eyes were completely filled with tears and my
mind with joy! I said to myself ‘here I am finally in the presence of my sacred Lama as a result of
all the sacrifices and hardship that I went though’.
Kate Saunders, International Campaign for Tibet
It was the first visual documentation for 50 years of the way that Tibetans are
treated in the border areas, this shooting in cold blood.
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Background
Each year up to 3000 Tibetans make the dangerous and illegal crossing through the Himalayas
into exile in Nepal, and from there make their way to India.
Tibet has been under the oppressive control of China since Chinese troops invaded in 1949,
with widespread reports of persecution and human rights abuses faced by indigenous Tibetans.
For many Tibetans, the purpose of their journey is to see their spiritual leader, His Holiness, the
Dalai Lama, who lives in exile in India. Many are monks and nuns seeking to practice their
religion without persecution, many others are children sent by their parents to study away from
inadequate schools in Tibet.
Other Tibetans leave because they have been removed from their land to make way for Chinese
development projects or because they are unable compete for a livelihood with increasing
numbers of Chinese immigrants.
The incident on the Nangpa-La in September 2006, in which a young Tibetan nun was shot
dead by the People’s Armed Police, a paramilitary unit responsible for border control, sent
shockwaves around the world after it was witnessed—and filmed— by dozens of international
climbers waiting to summit Mount Cho Oyu. The pass is the main trading route between Tibet
and Nepal, and is commonly used, as an escape route by Tibetans fleeing into exile.
The footage, which was screened on TV in many countries, focused international attention on
the dangers of Tibetans’ journey into exile with the Chinese authorities described the actions of
the border patrols as “normal border management”.
Of more than 70 young people who set off on that ill-fated journey, only 42 made it to
Kathmandu. More than 30 were arrested and spent time in Chinese jails in Tibet. After 3 months
detention Jamyang Samten attempted a second crossing, this time successfully and he now
goes to school in India with his friends from the Nangpa Pass crossing.
The Chinese authorities still categorise the killing of Kelsang Namtso as “normal border
management”.
Source: International Campaign for Tibet
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Useful Links
Explorer’s Web: www.mounteverest.net
International Campaign for Tibet:
www.savetibet.org

Publicity Contacts
Sally Ingleton
Producer
360 Degree Films
PO Box 418 Brunswick 3056
Victoria Australia
t: +61 399481922
f: +61 3 99481920
m: + 61 418530550
e: sally@360degreefilms.com.au
Mark Gould
Director
mark@bondirocksmedia.tv
t: +61 293653306
m: +61 419635614
Kate Saunders
International Campaign For Tibet
Communications Director
t: +44 7947 138612
e: press@savetibet.org
Steve Lawes
Steve.Lawes@avonandsomerset.police.uk
t: +44 (0) 7813 842 086
Luis Benitez
5208 South Jericho Way
Centennial, CO 80015
www.luisbenitez.com
m: 720-227-5914
e: luigibenni@aol.com
Lee Farmer
www.leefarmer.co.uk
t: +44 7760 153677
e: sherpalee@hotmail.co.uk
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