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Forward
The vision of the Bhutanese education system is to produce ‘globally competent and nationally 
rooted’ graduates. Therefore, it is imperative to have the school curricula that are current and relevant 
to the times. It is through well-thought-out actions and concerted efforts that the national education 
aspiration can be achieved. The national vision must be embedded in the curricular documents and 
activities for natural and automatic infusion in the learners. Therefore, the curricular documents 
are planned and prepared to capture the essence and strategies so that they are current and relevant 
to the state of affairs around the globe in the 21st century. 

Cognizant of the global trends and national aspirations, the history curriculum intends to involve 
learners in the process of gathering and synthesising information from various sources besides 
providing an avenue to study the ideals and values of our society. The contents and activities in 
history intend to preserve and promote our country’s unique identities, age-old cultural and traditional 
values, democratic values, local wisdom, community vitality, civic values, and a sense of duty, 
among others. This will help promote holistic development of the learners. 

The history curriculum encourages both learners and teachers to use open-source and experiential 
learning besides traditional textbook-based learning. This will provide opportunities to both 
the learners and teachers to explore the historical processes and craft new perspectives through 
historiography. This is aimed at fostering analytical skills, creativity, exploration of information 
and synthesise  of ideas apart from creating narratives based on information and data gathered, thus 
contributing to the field of historical knowledge. 

Through the learning activities, the learners are expected to understand the evolution of people, 
places, events and realise the importance of living harmoniously. Furthermore, they should be able 
to embrace the attributes of a good human being, imbibe and portray a sense of belonging, thus 
contributing to national pride, unity, solidarity, and protection.

The National History School Curriculum has four strands – historiography, evolving civilisation, 
governance and peace and identity, spirituality and culture. Each strand is consistent with a seamless 
flow of learning throughout the key stages which comprises competencies and learning objectives. 
The principles of competency-based learning take into account the realities of the immediate 
environment thereby forming the foundation of the history curriculum. It also covers themes and 
topics on Bhutanese socio-economic practices, tradition and culture, religious heritage and the 
story of how our great forefathers, the hereditary monarchs in particular, contributed to creating a 
country known in the whole world for its unique identity.

It is with great expectation that we place this course book at the hands of the teachers and learners 
so that it will be used extensively as reference to enrich their knowledge which will enable them 
to develop and strengthen their love and dedication to tsa-wa-sum, and become constructive and 
contributing citizens.

Tashi Delek!

Tashi Namgyal
Director
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FOREWORD

Education is the prerequisite to, and the central element of, any progress and development of 
a nation, provided it is relevant and appropriate. The Education Division is vigorously moving 
forward to fulfill a need recognized by the Government to make Education meaningful to our 
children and outline the role they are expected to play as future subjects of His Majesty the King 
and citizens of the Country.

In the course of our children’s education in the schools, our country’s history plays the most 
significant role in inculcating in them our rich cultural heritage and traditions that have been 
developed and passed down from generation to generation. A good knowledge of our history 
amounts to knowing our forefathers - religious leaders, rulers, builders and farmers. They have 
built in the course of time great monuments and institutions, developed and preserved the rich art, 
architecture, literature, culture and traditions and protected our sovereingty to this day.

Bhutan’s history should then teach us and our children to be proud and responsible citizens of 
one united nation. This Course Book will help teachers to realize these aims and will encourage 
them to stimulate our children to become fully aware, and to understand the importance of the past 
while at the same time strengthening and continuing our rich culture and tradition into the future.

It should be note that this edition of the book is a revised version of the “draft” form produced 
in 1990. The Education Division would continue to welcome suggestions and comments on the 
book to be appropriately incorporated in its future editions.

We wish our children to learn from the Course Book and to enjoy it as they study the history of 
Bhutan.

                       Sangay Ngedup
      Minister for Health and Education
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Chapter One

The Importance of Pema Lingpa in the 
History of Bhutan

History is a study of the past and an attempt 
to get at the truth of what happened in the 
past. History is not only a study of what 
people did and said and battles fought 
and won but it is also a study of people’s 
motivations. Throughout  human history, 
people are forced to make choices, the result 
or outcome of which is never clear when 
they have to make them. Seeing how they 
make choices and seeing what motivated 
them to do what they did helps us understand 
the present.

In the middle of the eighth century, Guru 
Rinpochhe hid various treasures, including 
religious texts and statues, in Bhutan, Tibet 
and other Himalayan kingdoms. According 
to his biography which is called Pema 
Thangyig, Guru Rinpochhe prophesied that 
these treasures would be discovered later by 
his spiritual heirs. They would be born at 
different places and in this way they would 
benefit the spread of Buddha’s teachings. 

Over the course of time many such 
personalities were born in different places. 
They discovered many of these hidden 
treasures and brought a better understanding 
of the teachings of Lord Buddha. They 
came to be known as the Tertoens (Treasure 
Discoverers). Amongst them was Tertoen 
Pema Lingpa, a Bhutanese, who achieved 

great fame not only in his own country but 
also in Tibet.  He made a great contribution 
towards enriching the cultural and spiritual 
life of the people of Bhutan.

The texts he produced, the dances 
he composed and the works of art he 
commissioned are among the real cultural 
treasures of Bhutan to this day.  The noble 
families founded by his descendants in both 
central and eastern Bhutan include, amongst 
others, the present Royal Family. 

Early Life
As prophesied by Guru Rinpochhe, Pema 
Lingpa was born to Dondrup Zangpo and 
Pema Dolma in the village of Chhelwa 
Rithrang in present day Tang in Bumthang 
in the year 1450.  His father belonged to 
the family of Sumthrang Choeje of Ura, a 
family of Nyingmapa Lams.  His birth was 
accompanied by various auspicious signs.  
He grew up to be an extraordinary  person.  
When he was a baby, a disciple of late 
Tertoen Dorji Lingpa, called Choeyingpa, 
visited the family and told his parents that 
the child was destined to accomplish much 
for the benefit of Buddhist teachings and 
all living beings.  Pema Lingpa’s mother 
soon after gave birth to another son.  It 
became difficult for the mother to take 
care of two young children. Pema Lingpa 
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Fig.1.1 Painting of Pema Lingpa

Fig.1.2 Gantey Gonpa founded by the descendants of Pema Lingpa
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was, therefore, entrusted to the care of his 
maternal grandfather, Yonten Jangchub, who 
was a blacksmith by trade.  

Pema Lingpa was an unusual child. While 
playing in the company of other children 
he could build temples, stupas, religious 
thrones and erect prayer flags. He even 
wrote scripts on leaves. He also performed 
sacred dances and even gave sermons and 
initiations. When he was nine years old his 
grandfather began to train him in the art of 
blacksmithing. He learnt making metal pots 
and pans, swords and knives, metal masks 
and coats of mail 1 which are still seen at 
Tamzhing and Kunzangdrag monastries in 
Bumthang. He also had the opportunity to 
learn the craft of the silversmith and  learnt 
weaving, wood and stone carving and soon 
became a skilled craftsman. Pema Lingpa 
received very little formal training in 
religion. He learnt all he could by studying 
on his own. He also possessed a remarkable 
talent for memorising long texts within a 
very short time.

Student Activity

 Write in your own words a short 
description of Pema Lingpa’s early life.

1 An armoured coat made of chain mail, interlinked rings or   overlapping metal 

plates.

Discovery of Treasures
When Pema Lingpa was twenty five years 
old, he had a vision of Guru Rinpochhe 
giving him a scroll of prophecies for 
discovering hidden treasures. Following 
the direction given in the scroll, he went to 
the gorge of Tang Chhu below his village 
with some of his friends. He appeared to 
be acting somewhat strange to his friends. 
Immediately on their arrival at the gorge, 
he jumped into the pool in the river.  
He came out of the river holding a box 
containing several religious texts. People 
were surprised and amazed when they heard 
of the incident and began to doubt what they 
heard. On another auspicious day, when he 
was about to jump into the lake, a crowd 
gathered on the rock to witness the sight.  He 
held a butter lamp in his hand and prayed, 
“If I am a demon, I will die. If I am the 
spiritual heir to Guru Rinpochhe, I will fetch 
the treasures and come back with the lamp 
still lit”.  At this he jumped into the lake. 
He reappeared after some time holding a 
ritual skull, a statue of Buddha and the lamp 
which was still burning.  The lake came to 
be known as Mebartsho (Burning Lake).  
Mebartsho is still  an important pilgrimage 
and a popular tourist site. People’s faith in 
him began to grow and his fame as a Tertoen 
began to spread.

Pema Lingpa then began to discover 
treasures in various places around Bhutan. 
He initiated and taught the people from 
the religious texts he had discovered. In 
between these activities he often had visions 
of being in the presence of Guru Rinpochhe 
in Zangdopelri where the Guru gave him 
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teachings and initiations.

Pema Lingpa often travelled  to Tibet at 
the invitation of many respected religious 
and temporal figures in the country. He 
discovered many hidden  treasures in 
various places in Tibet and gave teachings 
and initiations to the people. He had a large 
number of followers in Tibet. He often 
stayed at Lhalung Monastery in Lhodra. 
His residence at home was the Tamzhing 
monastery in Bumthang, which he built. 
[Tamzhing Monastery is still the residence 
of his incarnate, Peling Sungtruel.]

Student Activity

1 Form groups and divide the description 
given in the text of Pema Lingpa’s 
discovery of treasures in Mebartsho 
into 4 scenes.

 Scene 1: Pema Lingpa in his vision 
being given a scroll of prophecies by 
Guru Rinpoche for discovering hidden 
treasures.

 Scene 2: Pema Lingpa and his friends 
going to the gorge of Tang Chhu - 
Pema Lingpa jumping into the pool 
in the river and coming out of the 
river holding a box containing several 
religious texts.

 Scene 3: On another day, Pema Lingpa 
again at the gorge in the presence 
of a crowd - Pema Lingpa praying 
with a butter lamp in his hand before 

jumping into the pool - Pema Lingpa 
jumping into the river - Pema Lingpa 
reappearing with a ritual skull, a statue 
of Buddha and the lamp still  burning 
in his hands.

 Scene 4: The crowd at the gorge 
showing their faith in Pema Lingpa 
by standing with their heads bent and 
taking blessings from him. 

 Each group will select one of the scenes 
and act it out accordingly. Before acting 
it out the scene should be narrated by a 
member of the group.

     
      Scene 5: Pema Lingpa’s friends share                     
      with others, stories of  his strange  
      behaviours.

2 Recalling the scenes acted out in the 
above exercise and referring to the 
information in the text, write in a story 
form the incident of Pema Lingpa and 
the Mebartsho. Imagine that you are 
writing it for tourists. 

Saint, Architect, Artist and Sacred 
Dancer
Pema Lingpa was a great saint.  He composed 
many religious texts and rituals, gave 
various initiations and teachings to the 
people and also established monasteries. 
Hence, it  brought further understanding of 
the teachings of Lord Buddha to all living 
beings.

Pema Lingpa was also an accomplished 
xylographer (one who carves prayers into 
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wood blocks), painter, sculptor and architect. 
Examples of his artistic genius can still be 
seen at his seat at Tamzhing Monastery 
in Bumthang. Besides the Tamzhing 
Monastery, he built other monasteries 
and temples including the Kungzangdra 
Monastery at Tang. He also composed many 
sacred dances which are popularly known 
as Peling Terchham (Treasure Dances of 
Pema Lingpa) and these are still performed 
throughout Bhutan during the annual 
Tshechus. 

Influence on the 
Political Life of Bhutan

Pema Lingpa had three consorts from whom 
he had six sons and one daughter. His sons 
married some of the noble families of the 
time. They and their descendants were to 
play a very important role in the social, 
cultural and political history of Bhutan.

Pema Lingpa’s son, Kuenga Wangpo, 
settled in Kurtoe and started the family of 
Khochung Choeje.  

His descendants established the family of 
Dungkhar Choeje. Jigme Namgyal, the great 
great grandfather of our fifth King, came 
from this family.  

Later Kuenga Wangpo moved to Trashigang 
where he started the family of Bidung 
Choeje.  

One of his descendants moved from there 
to Dungsam (Pemagatshel) and started the 
family of Kheri Choeje.

Pema Lingpa’s second son, Dawa Gyaltshen, 
married the daughter of Choekhor Depa  
(Lord of Choekhor) and settled in Chumey 
Prakar where his descendants came to be 
known as Prakar Choeje.  

One of Dawa Gyaltshen’s sons, Pema 
Thinley, went across Pelela and founded 
the Gangtey Gonpa where his lineage came 
to be known as Gangtey Trulku which still 
exists today.

Pema Lingpa’s youngest son, Sangdag, 
settled in Tamzhing where his descendants 
became the Tamzhing Choeje.  

Some of the Sangdag’s descendants from 
Tamzhing Choeje moved to eastern Bhutan 
and started the lineage of Dramitse and 
Tsakaling Choeje in Mongar.  

After the death of his first wife, Sangdag 
left Bumthang and settled in eastern Bhutan 
where his descendants started the lineage 
of Yagang Choeje in Mongar and Drophu 
Choeje in Trashigang.

Tertoen Pema Lingpa is a very important 
figure in the history of Bhutan.  He was 
the first native tertoen and one of the most 
important religious personalities of Bhutan.  
He is still worshipped throughout Bhutan as 
a great saint and the spiritual heir of Guru 
Rinpochhe.  He brought new values to the 
arts and crafts of the people and in this 
way encouraged the preservation of these 
traditions.
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Fig 1.4 Map of Bumthang Valley at the time of Pema Lingpa
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1. Draw a rough sketch map of Bhutan 
and mark Tertoen Pema Lingpa’s 
birth place and  the places where his 
decendents settled and established the 
ten lineages. Link  each of these places 
to the birthplace of Pema Lingpa by a 
line.

2 Look at figure 1.3 and write your 
interpretation of the lineage of the 
Royal Family.

3 Discuss in groups of 5-6 and compose 
a list of events that prove Pema Lingpa 

to be an extraordinary person. Present 
your list in the class.

4 Based on the information given in 
the text, write in your own words the 
meaning of ‘Tertoen’ and the works of 
Tertoens.

5 In  groups of  5-6,  d iscuss  the 
achievements of Pema Lingpa. Each 
group should then present the  points 
to the class.

6 Referring to the above exercise, write 
down the achievements of Pema 
Lingpa in order of importance.

Student Activity

Reprint 2022



Chapter Two

Greatness of Zhabdrung Ngawang 
Namgyal

Zhabdrung Ngwang Namgyal was born in 
1594 at Ralung in Tibet to Tempai  Nymia 
and Sonam Pelki Buthri. He became 
the 18th abode of Drukpa Monastary 
in Ralung succeeding his grandfather, 
Mipham Chogyal, the 17th abode of Ralung. 
Ngawang Namgyal was recognized as 
the reincarnation of the famous Drukpa 
scholar Kuenkhen Pema Karpo (1527- 
92). The reincarnation was challenged by 
Paksam Wangpo. The then Tsang Desi 
of Tibet, Tensung Wangpo supported 
Paksam Wangpo and installed him in Pema 
Karpo’s monastery as the incarnate. This 
led to a rivalry between Tsang Desi and 
Ngwang Namgyal. In the meantime, the 
Hoptsho lama of Gasa, Tenzin Drukgyal, 
invited Ngwang Namgyal to Bhutan. These 
situations motivated Ngwang Namgyel to 
come to Bhutan in 1616. 

More  than nine hundred years before 
the birth of Zhabdrung Rinpochhe, Guru 
Rinpochhe had prophesied:

“On the top of a mountain which looks 
like the nose of a sleeping elephant, a boy 
named Namgyal will come. His meditation 
will be stable and as firm as a thunderbolt. 
His supernatural power will appear all the 
time.  He will talk with me continuously 
and whoever meets him will be reborn in 
the paradise of Dewachen  (eternal peace)”.

Soon after his arrival in Bhutan he came 
to be known as Zhabdrung Rinpochhe 
(The Precious Jewel At Whose Feet One 
Submits).  During his thirty five year 
reign Zhabdrung Rinpochhe completely 
changed the political and religious history 
of the country.  His achievements were 
many and all together they contributed, 
over the centuries, towards Bhutan being 
a sovereign independent country.  Some of 
his outstanding achievements are discussed 
in this chapter.

Religious Unification

Before coming to Bhutan Ngawang Namgyal 
had already been enthroned as the eighteenth 
abbot of Ralung Monastery, the headquarters 
of the Drukpa Kagyu School in Tibet.  
By the year 1616 the Drukpa Kagyu had 
managed to establish a strong foothold in 
Bhutan. There were, however, several other 
religious schools still active in the country 
known as  Lam Kha Nga (Five Groups of 
Lamas). They were the Nenyingmapas, the 
Kathogpas, the Lhapas, the Barawas and 
the Chagzampas. The foremost task for 
Zhabdrung Rinpochhe was to strengthen the 
Drukpa Kagyu which he had established  as 
the dominant religious school in Bhutan.  It 
was not easy for Zhabdrung Rinpochhe as 
the Lam Kha Nga opposed his efforts. The 
followers of Drukpa Kagyu (Drukpas) had 
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to face several battles against Lam Kha Nga 
and number of Tibetan invasions encouraged 
by them.  Zhabdrung was finally able to 
succeed and brought Drukpa Kagyu as the 
most dominant school in the country.

The Tibetan Invasions

Zhabdrung had to face several Tibetan 
invasions immediately after his arrival in  
Bhutan. The main cause of these invasions 
was Ngawang Namgyal’s old quarrel 
with the Tsang Desi over the issue of the 
reincarnation of Pema Karpo, the famous 
Drukpa scholar. He also feared Zhabdrung’s 
growing power in Bhutan and was greatly 
concerned about having his enemy living in 
a country just south of his border. 

As we have seen, the Lam Kha Nga sought 
help from the Tsang Desi in Tibet to support 
their cause against Zhabdrung. Bhutan had to 
face six Tibetan invasions during the lifetime 
of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal.  The 
Zhabdrung, however, successfully repulsed 
each of the Tibetan invasions.  

Making A Nation State 

Before 1616 there were  several petty rulers 
in each valley often fighting  one another. 
As a result the unification of the country 
under one central rule was difficult and 
took a long time. Zhabdrung Rinpochhe 
was, however, able to achieve this through 
his personal and spiritual influence rather 
than by military force.  By the time the 
Zhabdrung went into retreat permanently 
in 1651 the Drukpas held firm control over 

the entire country with the exception of  
eastern Bhutan.   The Zhabdrung had paved 
the way for  eastern Bhutan to become fully 
integrated by ordering the then Trongsa 
Poenlop, Chhoegyel Minjur Tempa to build 
a dzong at Trongsa. 

Administrative System

Zhabdrung Rinpochhe further strengthened 
the country by setting up a strong government 
with an efficient system of administration.  
He started the chhoesi system whereby the 
Je Khenpo was responsible for religious 
matters and the Desi for  political matters 
and general administration.  In order to 
provide an effective administrative system 
over difficult geographical terrain the 
administration was decentralized. The 
different regions were headed by either 
Poenlops or Dzongpoens.  

This system was to serve the country for 
the next three hundred years till 1907 when 
the hereditary monarchy was established.  
Amongst many reforms introduced by 
Zhabdrung, decentralization with the strong 
central Government is still part of our 
administrative system of the country.

Codification of Laws

The codification or writing down of laws 
for the country was another very important 
achievement of Zhabdrung Ngawang 
Namgyal. These written laws helped the 
people to be just and fair in their dealings 
with one another.  
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Greatness of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal

The codification of laws covered a wide 
range of activities in society.  Here are a few 
examples of the laws:

“The Dzongpoens are to treat the subjects 
under them impartially and not to favour 
anyone over anyone else. They should not 
give the subjects unnecessary trouble.”

“Compulsion is forbidden. Neither salt nor 
butter may be forced on the tenants as a part 
of the whole of the price paid to them or may 
wool be forced on tenants in order that they 
may be compelled to weave it.” 

“No officials or priests are allowed to send 
out alms-begging parties.”

No one was above the law as seen from 
the examples given above. All forms of 
corruption were discouraged.

“The Kutshab must not grant any reduction 
of rents of any kind in return for private gifts 
or gains to himself.” 

“He is not allowed to accept the first position 
of any ceremonial feast, be it for the living 
or dead.”

“He should not accept or demand any 
present for marriages or separations for 
which he is the civilian representative.”

In the area of crimes like theft, robbery and 
murder, the punishments were according to 
the seriousness of the crime. 

For example, the punishment for a robbery 
or theft  varied from repaying one hundred 

times the value of the items stolen from 
monastic property to eight times the value 
amongst the ordinary population. In the area 
of trade and commerce, there were laws 
to prevent cheating and corruption in the 
market place.  These laws have continued 
to serve the country over the centuries and 
form the basis of the legal system as applied 
today.

Student Activity

 The class can be divided into groups 
of 3-5. Each group will discuss what 
problems are likely to be encountered 
if there were no laws by which people 
can conduct themselves.

 The discussion should focus on the 
following areas-

a the conduct of administrators   
 over ordinary citizens
b tax collection
c inheritance
d theft
e murder

One member of the group could act as 
the official recorder and put down all 
the ideas. Once the views have been 
recorded a code of law should be drawn 
up to protect and prevent the abuses 
that have been noted down. These laws 
should be ranked in order of importance. 
It should be remembered that the laws 
are to directly redress the injustice noted 
down and are aimed at protecting the 
people.
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Fig.2.1 Drukgyel Dzong built by Zhabdrung, now in ruins

Fig.2.2 It is said that Zhabdrung lived in the Dzongchhung before Punakha Dzong was built.
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Greatness of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal

Art and Architecture

The Zhabdrung was a great man of letters 
as well as a great artist, architect and 
builder.  He was largely responsible for 
the unique artistic traditions of Bhutan. 
He invited many master artists and 
craftsmen from Tibet, Nepal, Ladakh and 
Cooch Behar to Bhutan to pass on their 
skills to the local inhabitants. He built 
many dzongs and temples. The principal 
dzongs constructed by Zhabdrung 
Rinpochhe were Semtokha Dzong, 
Punakha Dzong, Wangduephodrang 
Dzong, Trashichhoedzong, Paro Rinpung 
Dzong and Drukgyel Dzong.  

The Creation of a Unique 
National Identity

Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal’s greatest 
achievement was the creation of a unique 
national identity. After the successful 
repulsion of the Tibetan invasions, the 
Zhabdrung realized further that the 
Gelugpas of Tibet would remain the 
biggest threat to Bhutan’s sovereignty as 
well as to the Drukpa Kagyu School.  The 
threat would be in the form of military 
invasion,  religious or cultural dominance. 
These were the  reasons that prompted 
Zhabdrung and created for Bhutan, its 
customs, traditions, dress, ceremonies, 
and  rituals which gave it a distinct 
identity. 

Student Activity
 In your own words write the reasons 

why Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal 
created a unique identity for Bhutan.

Nga Chudrugma

During a period of less than thirty five 
years, the Zhabdrung was able to create a 
nation able to defend itself from external 
threats. He believed in hard work and the fair 
treatment of every single person within the 
state. There was no one above the law. He 
was very satisfied with all he accomplished. 
His greatness was written down in the 
Nga Chudrugma (the sixteen I’s) which 
symbolized his seal.
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“I am he who turns the wheel of the dual 
system (of spiritual and secular law).
I am everyone’s good refuge.
I am he who upholds the teachings of the 
glorious Drukpas.
I am the subduer of all who disguise 
themselves as Drukpas
I achieve the realization of the Goddess of 
Composition. (Yangchenma)
I am the pure source of moral sayings. 
I am the possessor of an unlimited view.
I am he who refutes those with false 
views.
I am the possessor of great power in 
debate.
I am the rival that does not tremble before 
me
I am the hero who destroys the host of 
demons.
I am the strong man that repulses my 
power 
I am mighty in speech that expounds 
religion.
I am wise in all the sciences.
I am the incarnation prophesied by the 
patriarchs.
I am the executioner of false incarnations.”

There are written records preserved today 
written by various people who visited the 
Zhabdrung. These give strong support to 
the fact that the Zhabdrung was loved and 
respected greatly even beyond Bhutan  such 
as Cooch Behar, Nepal and Ladakh. He lived 
a simple and holy life, fasting and refusing 
to eat rice, meat and fish but drinking only 
milk and eating fruit. During his three year 
long retreat at Chari, he saw nobody and was 
seen by no one. While in retreat, he spent 
his time in between prayers by painting and 

carving, which were very beautiful.
On the 10th day of the 3rd month of the Iron 
Rabbit year (1651), after thirty five years 
of rule, Zhabdrung Rinpochhe entered into 
permanent retreat in Punakha Dzong. He is 
believed to have died soon after. However, 
his death remained a secret for over fifty 
years. During this period, the country was 
ruled by successive Desis and Je Khenpos 
in his name. In 1705, his death was formally 
announced. The remains of Zhabdrung 
Ngawang Namgyal are still kept  in 
Machey (མ་ཆནེ) Lhakhang  in Punakha Dzong.  
Zhabdrung Rinpochhe today is worshipped 
throughout Bhutan as a great saint and 
leader, and prayers are daily offered to him 
for the well-being of all living beings.

Student Activity

1 Discuss in groups of 4-5 the secrecy 
of Zhabdrung’s death. Think of the 
possible reasons for keeping it a secret 
for over 50 years. Make a list of your 
reasons.

2 In groups of  4-5,  discuss the 
achievements of Zhabdrung Ngawang 
Namgyal. Decide which of his actions 
has had the greatest impact on the 
country, justifying your choice. The 
other achievements should also be 
listed in order of importance as you 
see them. Compare your list with the 
other groups after you have completed 
the exercise.
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Chapter Three

The Chhoesi System and the First Four 
Desis

The Chhoesi System was a dual system of 
government introduced by the Zhabdrung  
Ngawang Namgyal whereby the country 
was ruled by both a secular head, Desi, and 
a religious leader, Je Khenpo.

The term Desi was first introduced to our 
country by Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal. 
It was a title given to the person who looked 
after the political matters in the country.

Before he entered into retreat at the age of 
fifty eight, Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal 
enthroned Pekar Jungne as the first Je 
Khenpo (Chief Abbot). He was entrusted 
with responsibility for all religious affairs. 
Umze Tenzin Drugyal was appointed as the 
first Desi and was given responsibility for 
political and administrative affairs. 

Three Poenlops (Governors) were installed, 
one each for Trongsa, Paro and Dagana. 
The Poenlops were the representatives of 
the  Zhabdrung himself in the three regions. 
They were responsible for the spread of the 
Drukpa Kagyu and for maintaining law and 
order in their regions.

The Paro Poenlop looked after the western 
and south-west region, the Daga Poenlop 
was responsible for the south-central region 
and the Trongsa Poenlop governed the 

eastern and south-east region. Thimphu, 
Punakha and Wangduephodrang were not 
under these Poenlops. Dzongpoens were 
appointed to look after these three areas. 
Dzongpoen was a title given to a person 
who was responsible for the Dzong and 
the administration of the Dzongkhag. This 
post was similar to a Dzongda of today.  
Although each dzong had a Dzongpoen, 
the Dzongpoens of Punakha, Thimphu 
and Wangduephodrang held the rank of 
ministers and had the same power as the 
Poenlops.

There were also three important persons  
responsible for assisting the Zhabdrung 
in his day to day affairs. They were the 
Zhung Dronyer, the Zhung Kalyon and 
the Gongzim.  The Zhung Dronyer was 
the Chief of Protocol and looked after the 
state guests. The Zhung Kalyon was the 
conveyor of the orders of the Zhabdrung. 
The Gongzim was the personal assistant to 
the Zhabdrung.  They also held the rank of 
ministers.

These senior officers were all members of 
the Lhengye Tshog, which was a council 
of ministers created by the Zhabdrung 
to discuss important matters and make 
decisions. Posts for other officers were also 
created to help in the general administration.
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The Chhoesi System and the First Four Desis

Fig.3.2 First Desi Umze Tenzin Drugyal

When the region under a Poenlop was 
too big, Dzongpoens and Drungpas (Sub-
divisional Officers) were appointed in 
certain areas. At a lower level there were the 
Gups (village headmen) who looked after 
several villages and passed on orders from 
the Dzong to the people.

When the Zhabdrung went into retreat in 
1651, the whole civil power fell into the 
hands of the Desi.  About fifty four Desis 
ruled the country from 1651 till 1907 when 
the hereditary monarchy was established.
The first four Desis were the devoted 

disciples of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal.  
They were very pious and learned people. 
They were basically concerned that the 
wishes of the Zhabdrung were carried 
out and the interests and welfare of the 
people were protected. They were largely 
responsible for preserving the unity and 
independence of the country.

Student Activity

 Look at figure 3.1 and based on what 
you observe, write in your own words 
a short description of the Chhoesi 
system.

Now we will look at the rule of the first 
four Desis.

Umze Tenzin Drugyal
(1651-1656)

Umze Tenzin Drugyal was born into the 
Hoptsho family of Gasa. He went to Ralung 
in Tibet in 1606 to take up religious studies 
and returned to Bhutan with Ngawang 
Namgyal in 1616. The Zhabdrung appointed 
him as his Zimpoen (Chief supervisor of 
attendants) cum Umze. (Chief of choir)  
Later in 1651 he was appointed as the first 
Desi of Bhutan. 

He was both a learned man and a good 
administrator. He introduced new laws 
such as Mitong, a kind of fine based on the 
value of a human life and a double fine for 
theft. Defective weights and measures were 
declared illegal and those who used  them 
were punished severely. 
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Tenzin Drugyal visited the remotest parts 
of the country to see whether the new laws 
were being followed by the people. Those 
people who were not happy with the new 
laws made several  attempts on his life. He 
ruled for five years and resigned in 1656. He 
retired to Chari Monastery where he spent 
his time in meditation until his death at the 
age of sixty four.

La Nyoenpa Tenzin Drugdra 
(1656 - 1668)

Tenzin Drugdra, the half brother of 
Zhabdrung, was for some time the Paro 
Poenlop and was very experienced in both 
civil and religious administration. The 
monk body and the members of the Council 
elected him Desi in1656 when Umze Tenzin 
Drugyal resigned.

Tenzin Drugdra was an expert in medicine, 
art, sculpture and literature. He established 
schools in the country to study all these  
subjects. He had a good knowledge of the 
herbs that grew  in abundance in different 
regions of the country.  He collected 
various kinds of herbs and often sent them 
to his friends in Tibet as gifts.  He was also 
responsible for building eight huge chortens 
inside Punakha Dzong. He ruled for twelve 
years till 1668. 

Chhoegyal Minjur Tenpa 
(1668 - 1680)

In 1647 Chhoegyal Minjur Tenpa was 
appointed by Zhabdrung  Rinpoche as the 
first Trongsa Poenlop.  As Trongsa Poenlop, 
he defeated the rulers of Bumthang, Kurtoe, 
Trashigang, Zhongar (present Mongar) and 
Zhemgang and brought them under the 
Drukpa rule.  His victories in these places 
were followed by the construction of the 
Jakar, Trashiyangtse, Zhongar, Zhemgang, 
Trashigang and Dungsam Khar Dzongs. 
He appointed Dzongpoens and Drungpas 
in these places.

Chhoegyal Minjur Tenpa was enthroned as 
Desi in 1668.  He was a powerful and wise 
Desi who always thought of the happiness 
and well-being of the people.

He repaired Semtokha Dzong and inscribed the 
images of Lord Buddha and the Bodhisattvas 
on  slates. These were consecrated by Gyalse 
Tenzin Rabgye, his successor as Desi.  The 
consecration ceremony was accompanied 
by an earthquake, a rain of flowers and 
a rainbow over the Dzong. Duetsi (holy 

Fig.3.3 First Je Khenpo Pekar Jungne
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The Chhoesi System and the First Four Desis

water) is believed to have poured out of the 
slate. Minjur Tenpa also built chortens and 
manis (prayer wheels) along the roads which 
linked the villages.  He ruled the country 
till 1680.

Fig.3.4 Desi Tenzin Rabgye

Gyalse Tenzin Rabgye 
(1680-1694)

Tenzin Rabgye was born in 1638.  His 
father was Tshewang Tenzin who belonged 
to the family of Tango Choeje and was 
the grandson of Lam Drukpa Kuenley. 
His mother was Damchhoe Tenzin, who 
belonged to the Changangkha Choeje of 
Thimphu valley. 

Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal asked 

Tshewang Tenzin to bring his son to Chari 
so that he could start his religious education 
while he was still very young. The Zhabdrung 
admitted him as a monk and performed the 
ritual of haircutting for the boy and called 
him Ngawang Tenzin Rabgye. 

The Zhabdrung kept Tenzin Rabgye with 
him all the time and particularly looked after 
his religious education. When Zhabdrung 
went into retreat in 1651, he left instructions 
for Tenzin Drugyal that Tenzin Rabgye 
should be well looked after and given the 
responsibility for all monastic affairs when 
he was mature enough to take them on.

Gyalse Tenzin Rabgye

From 1672, Tenzin Rabgye presided over 
all the ceremonies of the Zhung Dratshang 
(Central Monastic Body). Chhoegyal Minjur 
Tenpa gave the title of  Lam Thripa ( lam 
on the throne of the Zhabdrung) to Tenzin 
Rabgye when he became the 3rd Desi in 
1668. Tenzin Rabgye then left the monastic 
order so that he could marry and continue 
his family line.

In 1680, when the 3rd Desi Minjur Tenpa 
retired, Tenzin Rabgye was installed as 
Gyaltshab (representative of the Zhabdrung), 
the highest official position in the government.  
He did not appoint a new Desi but officiated 
himself as the 4th Desi. He proved to be an 
energetic and capable ruler. He often went 
on inspection tours throughout the country 
greatly improving the provincial and district 
administration.

Tenzin Rabgye extended Trongsa and Jakar 
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Dzongs. While he was constructing Ha 
Damsang Dzong, Moen Achog opposed him 
and challenged his authority. Moen Achog 
sought help from Sikkim and Tibet and 
there was a rebellion against his leadership. 
Tenzin Rabgye, however, defeated Moen 
Achog and drove him out of the country. 
The Bhutanese army overran Sikkim and 
would have occupied Sikkim had not Tenzin 
Rabgye stopped the army from proceeding 
further. Being a devout Buddhist, Tenzin 
Rabgye did not want to occupy another state.

Tenzin Rabgye built Taktsang Monastery 
at Paro and the Jangsar Lhakhang at 
Kalimpong. He controlled the entire region 
up to the river Teesta  and this was placed 
under the Dali Dzongpoen (Daling/Dalim)
in the west.

Tenzin Rabgye was a very religious man. 
He made it compulsory for one son from 
every family having three or more sons to 
be admitted to the monastery as a monk. 
This guaranteed a continuous recruitment 
of monks. 

He established a Tshenyi Dratshang (a 
monastery for debating).  During his rule 
many Buddhist works were printed at 
Punakha where he also erected a golden 
image of Lord Buddha. He repaired  Punakha 
Dzong, Paro Dzong, Tango Monastery and 
Trashichhoedzong.  

Tenzin Rabgye was a broadminded person 
who always maintained a tolerant attitude 
towards the two non-Drukpa schools in 
Bhutan, the Nyingmapas and the Sakyapas. 
By this, he contributed greatly to the 

acceptance of the Drukpa rule at the political 
level.

After a long reign of fourteen years, he 
retired from active political life and stayed 
in Tango where he died in 1696. Even 
today, the young reincarnate Gyalse Tenzin 
Rabgye is undergoing his religious studies 
and resides in Tango Monastery.
 
Many of the Desis that ruled the country 
over the next century had serious difficulties. 
Those who were not strong enough often 
found themselves in conflict with the 
Poenlops and Dzongpoens. In the course 
of time three incarnations of Zhabdrung 
Ngawang Namgyal were recognised. 
They were the incarnations of his Sung 
(speech), Thug (mind) and Ku (body). 
The Thugtrul (incarnation of mind) was 
generally enthroned as the Zhabdrung, 
but their influence and power were never 
as great as the first Zhabdrung Ngawang 
Namgyal. Their powers and influence 
weakened as time went by. The civil conflict 
increased as the central authority weakened 
until the creation of the monarchy in 1907.

Student Activity
1 Organise a quiz contest. Your teacher 

will prepare a list of questions based 
on the information in the text. Your 
class will be divided into two or more 
groups for the contest. 

2 Read through the life and work of the 
first four Desis after Zhabdrung. Select 
the one that interests you most and 
in your notebook write out his major 
achievements and state why you find 
him interesting.
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Chapter Four

DZONGS - Centres of Administration 
and Religion

The word “Dzong” loosely translated 
means a fortress. All the Dzongs were built 
at strategic points such as, at important 
crossroads, at the confluence of rivers and 
on mountain spurs. For over three hundred 
years they have served as an effective 
defence against any attack or invasion. That 
is why, they were built mostly on mountain 
spurs overlooking and commanding the 
whole valley below. They were often 
surrounded by watch towers and observation 
posts situated higher up the hillsides. The 
Dzongs today serve the function of both an 
administrative centre and a monastery and 
monastic body.

Dzongs were first built in Bhutan in the 
twelfth century by Tibetan Lama Gyalwa 
Lhanangpa, an important leader of the 
Lhapa Kagyu (a sub sect of Kagyupa)  Do 
ngon Dzong (Blue Stone Dzong) where 
Dechen Phodrang stands today was built 
by him. There were many other Lams after 
Lam Gyalwa Lhanangpa who also built 
dzongs in Bhutan. The dzongs built before 
Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal were used 
as monasteries.  It was only from the time 
of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal in the 
seventeenth century that the dzongs played 
a significant role in the history of Bhutan. 
They not only served as an effective defence 
but also became the centres of religious 
and cultural activities and the seat of civil 
authority.  In fact, they became the symbol 

of Drukpa rule which Zhabdrung Rinpoche 
established.

Almost all the Dzongs were built in 
the same way. They were first designed 
as parallelograms divided into several 
courtyards, Dochhen which literally means 
“large stone” The construction was mostly 
of beaten mud and stones and timber. The 
site chosen was always a commanding one 
and generally on a ridge overlooking the 
entrances to a valley with the primary object 
of defence. In some cases, as the high ridges 
had problems of water supply, underground 
passages were built to connect them with 
sources of water. These can still be seen in 
Drukgyel and Jakar Dzongs.

In the course of time Poenlops and 
Dzongpoens administered their respective 
areas from these dzongs. People used to 
seek protection in the Dzongs in the event 
of a war.

Dzongs were also the store-houses of 
national treasures, books and written records 
as well as weapons. Many of the dzongs over 
the centuries were either burnt or damaged 
by earthquakes and floods, resulting in the 
loss of these national treasures and records.  
In times of famine, the dzongs functioned 
as granaries in their respective valleys and 
helped to feed the starving people.  
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Fig.4.1 Dzong
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Dzongs - Centres of Administration and Religion

The dzongs also played an important role 
in the religious life of the country. Each 
dzong had a central monastery to house the 
monks and carry out religious training.  It 
was after the establishment of the hereditary 
monarchy in 1907 that the Dzongs were 
converted purely into administrative and 
monastic centres. 

Today, the major dzongs are the seats of 
district administration. They house the 
offices of the civil authority headed by the 
Dzongda and the district court headed by 
the Drangpoen.

Student Activity

1 Organise a group discussion on “Why 
dzongs were so important in the history 
of our country.” Your discussion should 
take into account of their locations and 
any other factors which contributed to 
the development of the nation.

2 In the same groups, share a visit you 
have made to a Dzong. What was the 
occasion for the visit ? Describe your 
impressions and the structure of the 
Dzong as you remember them.

Life in the Dzong
Life in the Dzong had not changed very much 
over the centuries. The greatest changes have 
occured only in very recent times.

A typical day in Thimphu Dzong would 
begin early. At about five in the morning 
the gong would wake up the inhabitants. 

There were probably over one thousand 
staying within the huge building. In the 
living quarters of the officials, (which in 
Thimphu Dzong were in the south wing,) 
people would move and begin to prepare 
for the day. The Mange or the cooks 
would light the fires and start preparing 
breakfast. They would be helped by their 
sons as this job passed on from father to 
son. Everyone would eat twice a day, at 
about nine in the morning and then again 
in the early evening. 

The office bearers who were all of red 
scarf rank would then begin their tasks 
for the day. Orders would come from 
the Dzongpoen who was the direct 
representative of the Desi. The Zimpoen 
was responsible for the rations and smooth 
functioning of the Dzong. 

To assist the Zimpoen, Nyerchen  the 
store-keeper took care of the rations of the 
monk body. These officials did not receive 
salary as such but got a portion of rice, 
dried meat, firewood and two cows twice a 
year. The official’s family would exchange 
the excess rice with other required items. 
Having provided the supplies for the day 
the Nyerchen would then settle to check his 
records and stores and would sometimes 
call in the Tapoen who was the official in 
charge of the horses. Together they would 
plan the next journey they might need to 
make to collect taxes or goods. 

As the morning passed by the wives and 
children of the officials would arrive in 
the Dzong. As women were not permitted 
to sleep in the Dzong they would go back 
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home at dusk. The Gorup (gate keeper) 
would note the comings and goings of the 
people in and out of the Dzong. The Gorup 
was a white scarf office bearer and he would 
see the Khangner organizing and cleaning 
the whole area. With so many people living 
and working in the Dzong the business of 
cleaning, sweeping and general maintenance 
was an endless job. 

In the store-houses, the Nyeryo, (Nyer-yog)
who was the assistant to the Nyerchen, and 
the Sha-nyer (meat-store man) would  tally 
their supplies and report to the Nyerchen 
when he came for inspection. 

In the courtyard, a couple of prisoners 
were kept together in roughly built wooden 
huts for the day. They had to wait while 
investigations were carried out concerning 
their crimes. If found guilty of misconduct 
they faced punishment. They could be fined 
or beaten, or if the crime was very serious, 
capital punishment could be imposed.

On auspicious days, people from around the 
Dzong would arrive for butter lamp lighting 
ceremonies. The monk body would often 
entertain the officials and their families to a 
feast especially on the Blessed Rainy Day, 
known as Thrue.

The Poengnna (water carriers) would bring 
fresh water from the river for use in the 
Dzong during the course of the day. Water 
was used for drinking, cooking, washing 
clothes and bathing.

The room used as toilet was at least one or 
more floors up. The area below filled up 

with waste which slowly drained away. The 
gaps between the beams in the floor above 
meant that the waste fell into the collection 
area below. 
In winter the monk body would leave for 
Punakha followed by the officials who 
left after six days.  During this period, the 
Dzong would undergo a thorough cleaning 
including the drains of the toilets and other 
waste exits. The Zimpoen stayed behind to 
oversee the smooth functioning of the Dzong 
during the winter.

In late afternoon, the Mange would go 
around playing Jalli (oboe)  to announce 
that dinner was over and as dusk fell the 
Khangner would beat his leather straps 
against the door of the dzong. The women, 
children and those people who did not live 
in the dzong would begin to walk in line 
and return to their homes. At around 8 or 
9 o’ clock  at night, the Khangner would 
make his final round of the Dzong. The huge 
timber framed building posed a fire hazard 
if not gaurded carefully. He used oak wood 
clappers (Pag-jhi) to warn people to guard 
and dampen their fires. This last and final 
action meant that everyone would retire for 
the night.

Student Activity

 Make a list of all the officials in the 
dzongs mentioned in this chapter. 
Next to each briefly state the job of 
the person. Your list should place the 
officials in order of rank.
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Some of the Important Dzongs
We shall now learn about some of the 
important dzongs in our country. You will 
notice that a dzong may have two names. 
The initial name was given at the time the 
dzong was consecrated. Another name refers 
to the place where the dzong is situated.

Semtokha Dzong
Semtokha Dzong stands on a strategic 
point at the entrance to the Thimphu valley.  
When Zhabdrung Rinpoche was subduing 
the demons in the Thimphu valley, a 
demon disappeared into a big stone where 
Semtokha Dzong now stands. The place was 
called Sinmo Dokha (Demon on the Stone). 
Zhabdrung Rinpoche began to construct  
a dzong on the site  in 1629. During the 

construction, the Lam Kha Nga attacked 
him and tried to stop him from building 
the dzong.  The Lam Kha Nga, however, 
failed and within two years, the dzong was 
completed. The Zhabdrung named it the 
Sanga Zapdon Dzong. Later it was partly 
damaged during a Tibetan invasion but was 
restored in 1671 during the reign of the third 
Desi, Minjur Tenpa.

Semtokha Dzong is the oldest dzong of 
Zhabdrung era in the country.

Punakha Dzong
Punakha Dzong lies just at the junction of 
Phochhu and Mochhu where they form  Puna 
Tsangchhu.  Zhabdrung Rinpoche began the 
construction of the dzong in 1637 and on its 

Fig.4.2 Semtokha Dzong
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Fig.4.3 Punakha Dzong

completion named it Pungthang Dechen 
Phodrang Dzong.

The Dzong caught fire several times and 
it was also damaged by floods during its 
history, but each time it was saved and 
restored. The last time the Dzong caught 
fire was in 1986 and a major flood in 1994 
damaged a part of the Dzong (Dzongchung).

Ever since it was built, the Punakha dzong 
has played an important role in the country’s 
history.  It was the winter capital of Bhutan 
until 1955.  To this day, the Machey (sacred 
embalmed body) of Zhabdrung Ngawang 
Namgyal is preserved and guarded with 
great devotion and reverence in the Machey 
Lhakhang of the dzong. The Punakha Dzong 
has also witnessed many events in the 
history of Bhutan. Amongst them was the 
establishment of the hereditary monarchy 
on17th December,1907, when Ugyen 

Wangchuck became the first hereditary 
monarch of Bhutan. The first National 
Assembly, Tshogdu of the country was also 
held in this dzong in 1953, during the reign 
of Druk Gyalpo Jigme Dorji Wangchuck.
Punakha Dzong continues to be the winter 
residence of the Je Khenpo and the central 
monk body. It is also the headquarters of  
Punakha Dzongkhag.

Wangduephodrang Dzong
Wangduephodrang Dzong stands on a 
ridge where the Dangchhu meets the Puna 
Tshangchhu.  The protective deity of Bhutan, 
Yeshi Goenpo, is supposed to have told 
Zhabdrung Rinpoche that he could bring the 
whole country under his power if he built 
a dzong on the ridge which has the shape 
of a sleeping elephant.  The Zhabdrung  
built the Dzong in 1639 and named  it 
Wangduephodrang Dzong, “wangdue” 
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Fig.4.4 Wangduephodrang Dzong

Fig.4.5 Trashichhoedzong Dzong
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Fig.4.6  Paro Dzong

meaning to bring under one’s power.”

Wangduephodrang Dzong  was enlarged in 
1683 by the 4th Desi Tenzin Rabgye.  For a 
long time, the dzong  was the seat of one of 
Bhutan’s most powerful Dzongpoens. 
The Dzong has been under renovation as 
it had suffered minor damages from the 
September 2011 earthquake. On June 24, 
2012, a major fire completely razed the 
historic fotress to the ground. However, the 
government and the people are determined to 
rebuilt the Dzong and restore it to its former 
glory which will serve as the headquarters 
of Wangduephodrang Dzongkhag as before.

Trashichhoedzong
Do Ngon Dzong (Blue stone Dzong), which 
is now called Dechenphodrang, fell into the 
hands of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal 
when he over powered the Lhapas and other 
members of the Lam Kha Nga.  Zhabdrung 

Rinpoche enlarged the Do Ngon Dzong 
making it his summer capital. He renamed 
it Dechenphodrang.
In 1702, Sherab Wangchuck, the 13th Desi, 
built a new dzong lower down in the valley. 
This was the new summer capital.  The Dzong 
came to be known  as Trashichhoedzong (the 
Dzong of the Glorious Religion).  It caught 
fire three times and each time the Je Khenpo 
and the Desi of the time restored it.

In 1955,  the Thrid King His Majesty Jigme 
Dorji Wangchuck established the capital at 
Thimphu. The old Dzong was redesigned 
and the sections were rebuilt or replaced. 
The dzong’s reconstruction was completed 
in 1969.

Trashichhoedzong is the most important 
building in the capital.  It houses the throne-
room of the Druk Gyalpo and offices of 
some ministers.  It also housed the National 
Assembly Hall until it was shifted to the 
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current location. His Majesty has chambers 
in the Dzong where he carries out the affairs 
of state. The Je Khenpo and the central monk 
body continue to spend the six summer 
months in Trashichhoedzong following the 
tradition established by the Zhabdrung. 

Paro Dzong
Paro Dzong stands on the bank of Pachhu.  
Earlier, on this site, there was a small dzong 
named Hungrel Dzong which was built by 
Lam Drung Drung, a descendant of Phajo 
Drugom Zhigpo.

In 1646, Zhabdrung Rinpoche demolished 
it and constructed a bigger dzong which 
he named Paro Rinpung Dzong.  In 1905, 
the dzong caught fire but it was rebuilt 
immediately by the then Paro Poenlop Dawa 
Penjor.

Paro Rinpung Dzong was the seat of the 
successive Paro Poenlops over the centuries.  
It was also the seat of the National Assembly 
before the rebuilding of Trashichhoedzong.  
The Ta dzong above the dzong is now 
the National Museum of the country. The 
Rinpung Dzong is the headquarters of Paro 
Dzongkhag.

Trongsa Dzong
In 1541, Lam Ngagi Wangchuk (1517-
1554) the great grand father of Ngawang 
Namgyal, a member of the ruling family 
of the Drukpas of Ralung came to Bhutan.  
He stayed for some time in Thimphu 
and Shar and proceeded to Mangde as 
prophesied by Palden Lhamo (Mahakali). 
While meditating in a place above where 
the Trongsa Dzong now stands, at night he 
saw a butter lamp burning on a ridge where 

Fig.4.7 Trongsa Dzong
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the Gonkhang (temple of protective deity) 
stands today.  He took this to be the sacred 
place as prophesied and while meditating he 
had a vision of Palden Lhamo here.

In 1543, Lam Ngagi Wangchuk established 
a small temple and named it Mondrupde. 
Many people from the area became his 
disciples and built small huts for themselves 
around the temple.  The place began to look 
like a village and people called it Drongsar 
(new village). Later on, the pronunciation 
changed to Trongsa.

Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal was not able 
to fulfill his desire to visit Mondrupde which 
had been built by his ancestor a hundred 
years before. Instead in 1647 he ordered  
the building of a Gonkhang which stands 
on the same spot where Ngagi Wangchuk 
built his temple in 1543. The Zhabdrung also 
appointed Minjur Tenpa as the first Poenlop 
of Trongsa. He gradually began to expand 
the dzong and built the Ta dzong (watch 
tower) in 1652.  The whole eastern region 
was brought under the Drukpa rule and was 
governed from Trongsa Dzong.
The Dzong was constantly being enlarged.  
Tshokey Dorji, the Trongsa Poenlop, in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, 
restored the dzong and built  the Dukhor 
Lhakhang. Jigme Namgyal built Dechhog 
Lhakhang when he was the Trongsa Poenlop 
a few years later.

Trongsa Dzong had been the seat of the 
Trongsa Poenlops who have governed the 
eastern region for over three hundred years.  
It was Trongsa Poenlop Jigme Namgyal 
who finally emerged as the most powerful 

national leader in the country. In 1907, his 
son, Ugyen Wangchuck, was elected as 
the first hereditary King from his post of 
Trongsa Poenlop.  For this reason, the heir to 
the throne of Bhutan is  installed as Trongsa 
Poenlop before he is enthroned as King. 
Trongsa Dzong is now the headquarters of 
the Trongsa Dzongkhag and home of the 
Trongsa Rabdey.

Jakar Dzong
From Trongsa, Lam Ngagi Wangchuk 
went to Bumthang.  On a ridge in the lower 
Chhokhor valley in Bumthang he laid the 
foundations of a monastery and started its 
construction.  A white bird flew away from 
this site and settled where the Jakar Dzong 
stands today. Lam Ngagi took this as a good 
omen. He left the old site and moved to the 
new site on a hill overlooking the Chamkhar 
valley. In 1594, he built a small dzong to be 
used as a monastery which he called Jakar 
Dzong (the Dzong of the White Bird).

In 1646, Chhoegyal Minjur Tenpa enlarged 
the dzong.  Later, he carried out major repair 
works on the dzong as it had been heavily 
damaged during a Tibetan attack in 1679.  

In 1683 the fourth Desi Tenzin Rabgye 
rebuilt the dzong completely.  He also built 
a tower over a lake behind the dzong which 
was called Chhu Dzong (Water tower). He 
constructed a passage with high stone walls 
on both sides connecting the dzong and 
the Chhu  Dzong so that those inside did 
not have to depend on a water supply from 
outside during times of seige.
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At the end of the nineteenth century, the 
Dzong was partly damaged during the 
internal fight between the then Trongsa 
Poenlop Dungkar Gyaltshen and Jakar 
Penlop Pema Tenzin. The dzong was 
repaired during the reign of the first and the 
second kings.

Jakar Dzong has been the seat of the Jakar 
Dzongpoen and today, it is the headquarters 
of Bumthang Dzongkhag.

Trashigang Dzong
When the Drukpa rule finally expanded to 
the eastern region, Trongsa Poenlop Minjur 
Tenpa wanted to construct a  Dzong where it 
now stands.  However, a Drukpa lama, Lam 
Namsey Dorje who was born in Bjirizor in 
Khaling persuaded the Drukpas to build a 
dzong at Bjirizor.

 Later, the Merak Lam Nagseng with the 
support of the Tibetans and local chieftains, 
rebelled against the Drukpas and captured 
Bjirizor.  The Trongsa Poenlop immediately 
dispatched an army to eastern Bhutan which 
was able to suppress the rebellion and restore 
the Drukpa rule in the region.  The Kudrung, 
Pekar Chhoephel, then built the Dzong at 
Bengkhar in 1659 as originally planned 
by the Trongsa Poenlop.  The dzong was 
named Trashigang Dzong (the Dzong of the 
Auspicious Mount).

During the reign of the fourth Desi, Tenzin 
Rabgye, the dzong was enlarged with the 
addition of a Gonkhang. Trashigang Dzong 
withstood several attacks during the Tibetan 
invasions.  It became the seat of successive 
Trashigang Dzongpoens who were  called 
the Trashigangpas.  Today the Dzong is the 
headquarters of Trashigang Dzongkhag. 

Fig.4.8 Jakar Dzong
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Fig.4.10  Daga Dzong

Fig.4.9 Trashigang Dzong
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Daga Dzong
Zhabdrung Rinpoche, after unifying the 
western part of the country, decided to 
expand  the Drukpa rule to the southern 
region.  He visited Dagana in 1651 and built 
the dzong which he named Trashi Yangtse 
Dzong.

Tenpa Thinley was appointed as the first 
Daga Poenlop to govern the southern region 
from this dzong.  Daga Dzong became the 

seat of the Daga poenlop for many years. 
Today, it is the headquarters of Dagana 
Dzongkhag.

Student Activity

1 In your notebook draw a map of Bhutan and mark the locations of the Dzongs ( old 
as well as new). Use different colours to indicate that they were not all built by the 
same person. In the case of a Dzong having replaced an old Dzong, the new name 
should be used. Do not forget to make a key of the different colours used, indicating 
what colour is associated with which builder.

2 Divide your class into 9 groups, each group responsible for one dzong. You will read 
out the description in the text in groups and your teacher will fill in the table drawn 
on the chalkboard or a chart paper. Below is the sample of the table.

Name of the 
Dzong

Location Year of 
construction

Builder Histotical
importance

3 In groups of 5-6, discuss and suggest various ways in which dzongs could be protected. 
Write them down on a newsprint or chart paper for the presentation in the class.
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Fig.4.11 Bhutan and its Dzongs

Reprint 2022



35

Significance of the Mask Dances in our History

Chapter Five

Significance of the Mask Dances in 
our History

Dance and music play a very important part 
in the cultural life of the people of Bhutan. 
Each village and community has a rich 
tradition of dance which marks the passing 
seasons, communal occasions and shared 
experiences. We will look at the significance 
and place of the Chhams (Mask Dances) 
through the history of the people of Bhutan.

Just like the building of the dzongs and the 
setting up of the Chhoesi system, the dances 
have had a similar part to play in helping to 
unite the people. Through these dances, the 
ordinary people come to know their place 
in the history of the country. Chhams are 
usually performed during Tshechus. 

The Chhams were composed mainly to 
convey religious messages to people. Some 
were composed by Guru Rinpoche while 
others were created by Tertoen Pema Lingpa, 
Zhabdrung Rinpoche and other great saints.  
During the mask dances, the deities of the 
tantric teachings are invoked and through 
their power and blessings, misfortunes are 
removed.  All evil spirits and demons which 
are preventing the spread of Chhoe (the 
doctrine) are suppressed so that the doctrine 
of Lord Buddha may flourish and bring joy 
and happiness to all beings.

Student Activity

1 Organize a group discussion on “the 
significance of chhams to our culture.” 
Discuss why they are so important to us 
and how they form a part of our culture. 

2 There are sure to be mask dances 
performed either at Tshechu or on 
other festive occasions in your area. In 
groups, prepare to collect the following 
information concerning ONE dance 
from local people in the area. 

 1 name of the dance and area
 2 background history
 3 costumes (including masks if   

 they are used)
 4 number of dancers (male or   

 female)
 5 the occasion the dance is   

 performed
 6 the meaning or significance of  

 the dance

 Draw or collect pictures of the dance 
to illustrate your work. This can be 
displayed on the classroom wall as a 
collection showing the rich variety in 
our country. 
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Fig.5.1 Monk leading Jaali players and other musicians in procession

Fig.5.2 Monks playing Dhungs Fig.5.3 A happy family outing - Tshechu
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Mask dances are performed by monks as 
well as by laymen.  The following are some 
performed during the annual Tshechus.

Zhana Chham
The dancers of Zhana chham wear wide 
tall black hats, traditional boots and long 
colourful brocade dresses. These dancers 
do not wear masks.

The dancers assume the appearance of 
Neljorpas (yogis) and this  way they subdue 
the enemies of the doctrine.  This is done 
in order to lead the beings or spirits to 
Buddha’s teaching.

This dance is also performed as a ground 
purification rite during the construction of 
dzongs, lakhangs and chortens.  The aim is 
to pacify the evil spirits of the ground and to 
take possession of the site from them.

The practices carried out during the dance 
are so special that just by seeing them one 
is purified.  All obstacles to belief and 
understanding are removed. Because of its 
importance, Zhabdrung Rinpoche used to 
perform this ritual himself.

The Tungam Chham
The dancers of Tungam Chham (Tu / ngam) 

wear beautiful brocade dresses, traditional 
boots and a terrifying mask.  The dance 
has a very deep symbolic meaning. A ritual 
sacrifice is carried out. The dancers represent 
the gods. They draw in and encircle the evil 
spirits and capture them in a box.  The chief 
dancer then destroys them by stabbing them 
with a phurba (ritual dagger).  The dancers, 

therefore, not only save the world from 
the evil spirits but also free them from evil 
deeds.

Tungam chham shows the terrifying form 
of Dorje Dragpo (Fierce Thunderbolt) Guru 
Rinpoche assumed in order to subdue the 
enemies of the doctrine.

Fig.5.5 Tungam Chham

Fig.5.4 Zhana Chham
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Ging Tsholing Chham
This is a dance which combines two groups 
of characters namely Ging and Tsholing.  
The Tsholing dancers have long colourful 
brocade dresses and wear terrifying masks. 
The Ging dancers wear Tagshams (tiger- 
skin skirts) and terrifying dark blue (male) 
and red (female) masks with a flag on top. 
Each Ging dancer carries a Nga (drum) in 
his left hand and a drumstick in the right.

Ging Tsholing chhams were performed for 
the first time by Guru Rinpoche in order to 
subdue the demons who were preventing the 
construction of Samye monastery in Tibet.  
Guru Rinpoche, through his magical powers, 

transformed himself into various fierce 
forms of the protectors of the doctrine.  He 
thus was not only able to subdue the demons 
but also secured their help in constructing 
the monastery. These transformations of 
the Guru are manifested in the Ging and 
Tsholing chham.

During the Tshechus, Ging Tsholing is also 
performed to purify the area just before the 
display of Guru Tshengye and their retinue.  
Shrill whistles are sounded to chase away 
the evil spirit.  The Ging dancers tap the 
spectators on the head with their drumsticks 
to chase impurity out of them.  The Tsholing 
dancers, after having destroyed the evil 

Fig.5.6 Ging dancers beating drums driving out the Tsholing
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Fig.5.7 Ging Tsholing Chham

Fig.5.8 A Ging dancer taps a spectator on the head 
with its drum stick to chase away impurities
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Fig. 5.9 Guru Rinpochhe
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Fig.5.10 Pachham

Fig.5.11 Durdag Chham
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spirits symbolised by an image in a black 
box, are chased away by the Ging.  The Ging 
dancers stay behind and perform the dance 
of victory by beating the drums.

Guru Tshengye Chham
Guru Rinpoche assumed various forms in 
order to help all living beings.  The dance 
of Guru Tshengye depicts his eight main 
manifestations.  The display of the glorious 
deeds of the great Guru during the dance 
strengthens the faith of the spectators.

The Guru Tshengye chham begins with 
the appearance of Guru Dorje Drolo.  The 
other manifestations follow him at regular 
intervals.  All the eight manifestations wear 
long brocade dresses and individual masks.  
Guru Rinpoche himself finally enters the 
scene attended by other members of the 
retinue.  He is accompanied by his two main 
consorts, namely Khando Mandarava on his 
right and Khando Yeshey Tshogyal on his 
left.  The fairies or attendants are symbolised 
by children wearing white masks.

Guru Rinpoche takes his seat on the throne 
while his manifestations perform individual 
dances in turn and on completion, sit in a 
row near the Guru. The spectators, during 
the dance, prostrate to Guru Rinpoche and 
receive blessings.  It is also a sacred occasion 
for some of the spectators. They receive new 
names for their babies from the Guru.

The retinue also consists of Ringa Chudrug 
(Sixteen Fairies). They wear beautiful 
brocade dresses and carved bone ornamental 
aprons.  They sing  and dance in front of 

Guru Rinpoche and his manifestations.  The 
annual Tshechu usually ends with the Guru 
Tshengye dance.

Pachham
The Pachham dancers are dressed in knee 
length yellow skirts and Ringa (golden 
crowns). They do not wear masks. They 
carry a Drilbu (a small bell) and a Tangtee 
(a small drum) in each  hand. This dance 
tells how Terton Pema Lingpa, in a vision, 
arrived in the presence of Guru Rinpoche 
in the paradise of Zangdopelri. He saw this 
dance being performed by Pawos and Pamos 
who were leading the dead believers to the 
presence of Guru Rinpoche. Pema Lingpa 
introduced the same dance on earth in order 
to lead the devotees and followers to the 
paradise of Guru Rinpoche after their death.

Dramitse Nga Chham
Dramitse Nga Chham is performed by 
sixteen dancers, each wearing a mask 
representing either an animal or a bird.  They 
have a Nga in the left hand and a drumstick 
in the right hand.  They wear knee length 
yellow silk skirts.  

Around the end of the fifteenth century, Lam 
Kuenga Gyaltshen, one of the descendants of 
Pema Lingpa, left Bumthang accompanied 
by his sister, Ani (Anim) Chhoten Zangmo. 
They arrived and settled at Dramitse in 
Eastern Bhutan.

Kuenga Gyaltshen, in his vision during the 
meditation, arrived at Zangdopelri and met 
Guru Rinpoche.  There, in his vision, the 
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Fig.5.12 Dramitse Nga Chham

Fig.5.13 Shazam Chham
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attendants of Guru Rinpoche transformed 
themselves into deities resembling the 
faces of different animals and birds and 
performed a dance.  

Kuenga Gyaltshen watched the dance and 
established the tradition of this dance at 
Dramitse.  The dance is, therefore, popularly 
known as Dramitse Nga Chham.

Shazam Chham
This dance is performed by four dancers 
wearing knee length silk skirts and stag 
masks. Guru Rinpoche subdued the Lung 

Lha (God of Wind) who was causing 
suffering to the people of the world.  He rode 
on the Lung Lha’s stag and restored peace 
and happiness in the world.  

Shazam Chham is, therefore, performed in 
gratitude  to Guru Rinpoche for this.  

Durdag Chham
Durdag Chham is the dance of the Lords of 
the Cremation Grounds and is performed by 
four dancers.  They all wear white costumes 
and white skull masks.

According to Buddhist belief, there are 
eight cremation grounds where Chhochongs 
(protectors of religion) live.  Among the 
Chhochongs are the Duthrod Dagmos (Lords 
of the Cremation Grounds) who are bound 
by the oath to protect the Doctrine from the 
demonic enemies.

Raksha Marchham
Raksha Marchham or the Dance of the 
Judgement of the Dead is based on the Bardo 
Thoedrol (Book of the Dead), a text hidden 
by Guru Rinpoche and rediscovered later 
by Tertoen Karma Lingpa in the fourteenth 
century.  According to the Bardo Thoedrol, 
when living beings die they wander in 
the Bardo (state between one’s death and 
rebirth).  The Buddhas during that period 
manifest themselves into different forms 
and assemble to carry out justice on the 
dead beings according to their deeds in 
their previous lives.  While appearing in 
front of Shinje Chhokigap,(Lord of Death) 
those beings who have lived their lives 
according to the Doctrine are rewarded. On 

Fig.5.14 Shinje Chhogyal
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the other hand, sinners and non-believers 
of the Doctrine have to pass through the 
frightening Bardo. For their sins, they face 
rebirths in different Ngewa (hells) where 
they are tormented by the terrifying deities.  
These sinners have to endure their sentence 
until they are purified of all their sins and 
finally gain proper rebirth. The sentence may 
be spread over hundreds of years depending 
on the type of sin.

The judgements given depend on the different 
life styles in their previous lives. The 
judgement by the assembly of Buddhas are 
dramatised through the Raksha Marchham 
dance.  The Buddhas manifest themselves 
into Shinje Chhoekigap, Lhakaap (White 
God), De Nagchung (Black Demon), Raksha 
Lango (the ox-headed Justice Minister) and 
other deities wearing masks of different 

birds and animals.  

Raksha Marchham is considered very 
special and it is believed that a person is 
partly purified from his or her sins every 
time he or she witnesses the dance.  The main 
purpose of the dance is, however, to remind 
people to lead good lives so that they are 
delivered from the terrifying Bardo and are 
able to have happier times in their next lives.

Student Activity

1 Your teacher will organize a quiz 
contest on the description of each mask 
dance.

2 Your teacher will show pictures (from 
other sources or personal collection) of 
mask dances and dancers. You will try 
to identify each. 

Fig.5.15 Lhakaap Fig.5.16 De Nagchung
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Fig.5.17 Folk Dances around the Country

Reprint 2022



47

Chapter Six

British Expansion in India and its 
Effect on Bhutan

By the end of the eighteenth century 
Bhutan’s status as an independent state had 
grown. The invasions across the northern 
and the intrusion from the southern borders 
of the country were firmly driven back.

It was at this time that Bhutan came into 
contact with the British East India Company. 
The British had come to India as early 
as 1601 to set up trading posts for their 
spice trade. In 1690, the Company which 
controlled this trade moved its headquarters 
to  Calcutta (Kolkata). This trading company 
had grown so powerful that it had been 
given rights of administration over the area 
where it had established factories. These 
‘factories’ were more like large warehouses 
or godowns from where goods were moved 
to the trading posts. 

The company exported cotton goods, indigo 
dye, pepper and spices from the west and 
cotton, sugar, silk and salt from the east. 
Therefore, the company wanted to extend  
its trade and commercial activities.

The Spread of British Domination 
in India
As the power of the Moghul1 Emperors in 
India began to decline and wars in Europe 
led to clashes between the European trading 
companies in India, the East India Company 

pushed aside its rivals and grew stronger. It 
grew more powerful and took on a dominant 
role in the administration of the areas where 
it had its trading stations. 

Bhutanese First Encounters with 
the British

Cooch Behar, situated between Bengal and 
Bhutan, however, did not fall within the area 
of the East India Company activities. Cooch 
Behar had a weak government ruled by a 
series of Kings. From time to time raiding 
parties from Bhutan went down to the plains 
by way of the Duars. (This word is like the 
English word ‘door’ but is actually a Hindi 
word ‘duar’ meaning gate).

Bhutan’s relations with Cooch Behar 
had, in 1730, resulted in Bhutan helping 
the ruler drive out a Moghul force that 
threatened their independece. From this 
time a dependency developed, so that when 
the Cooch Behar ruler was assassinated, the 
Bhutanese who had placed him there were 
very angry. They ordered the capture and 
punishment of the assassins. This and other 
incidents showed just how much control 
Bhutan had in Cooch Behar.

1Moghuls were great rulers who ruled India from 16th to early 
18th century.
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Fig. 6.1 British Expansion in India

Fig. 6.2 Trashichhoedzong - drawing by S. Davis, 1783 
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 In 1772, when the regent of Cooch Behar 
called on the British to help him claim the 
throne, contact with the Bhutanese was 
inevitable. The British agreed to help but 
the price was very high. The regent agreed 
to give up half the state revenues and from 
this point Cooch Behar became dependent 
of the British. The regent also agreed to a 
large payment to offset the expenses of the 
British troops who had helped him get back 
his throne.

The British in Cooch Behar
The result of this was that the Bhutanese 
lost control of Cooch Behar. The British 
troops pressed their advantage driving the 
Bhutanese back into the foothills. As they 
advanced they took over the forts at Pasakha 
and Dalimkot.

During the 17th Desi Tsheney Lopoen Kuenga 
Rinchen, the third Penchen Lama of Tibet 
tried to mediate and reduce the possibility 
of further hostilities. The Governor General, 
Warren Hastings of East India Company, 
also wanted a quick end to the trouble. 
That is why Anglo British Treaty (1774) 
was signed. 

Student Activity

Find out from the text:

a The reasons for British expansion in 
India.

b How Bhutan came into contact with the 
British in India.

Anglo Bhutanese Treaty (1774)
On 25th April 1774, a peace treaty was  
signed between the Government of Bhutan  
and British India. According to the terms of 
the treaty:

1. Chichacotta province was restored to the 
Desi of Bhutan. 

2. The Desi had to pay a compensation of 
five Tangun (female horses) to the East 
India Company. 

3. The borders were restored to what they 
were.

4. The Bhutanese were given trading rights.
5. Any criminals from British India were 

not allowed to hide in Bhutan.
6. Criminals from Bhutan could not seek 

safety in British India. 

Warren Hastings’ real interest in all of this 
was his wish to extend the commercial 
activities of the company. What he wanted 
was to open up trade with Tibet through 
Bhutan. 

A special mission was sent to Bhutan led by 
George Bogle. This mission was aimed at 
establishing trade links with Bhutan.

Student Activity

1 Read the information on the Anglo 
Bhutanese Treaty and write down the 
meaning of ‘treaty’. You may work in 
pairs or small groups if you wish.

2 Do you agree with the terms of the 
treaty? Justify.  
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Bogle’s Mission to Bhutan (1774)
The mission was headed by George Bogle 
accompanied by Alexander Hamilton as 
assistant surgeon. The mission came to 
Bhutan through Buxa Duar. He travelled to 
Trashichhoedzong and was well received 
by the Desi Kuenga Rinchen and other 
important officials. On his way George 
Bogle is said to have planted potatoes at his 
halting places. This visit seemed to establish 
trading relations with British India. 

Dr. Alexander Hamilton’s Missions 
to Bhutan (1776 & 1777)
Warren Hastings was anxious to consolidate 
the trading relations he had put in place and 
so, further missions were sent to Bhutan. 
The aim of Dr. Alexander Hamilton’s first 
mission was to maintain and strengthen the 
links between Bhutan and the British in India 
and, to examine the Bhutanese claim over 
Ambari Falakata and Jalpais. Dr. Hamilton 
recommended the return of the districts of 
Ambari Falakata and Jalpais to Bhutan.

Dr. Alaxender Hamilton’s second mission 
was to congratulate the 18th Desi on his 
ascent to the throne.  

Samuel Turner’s Mission (1783)
Another mission was planned a few years 
later because the new rulers of Cooch Behar 
disregarded the Bhutanese rights over the 
land. Samuel Turner, surveyor Leiutenant 

Samuel Davies and the surgeon Dr. Robert 
Saunders left Calcutta (Kolkata) for Bhutan 
via the Buxa Duar to Punakha. They were 
well received. They stayed in Bhutan for 
some months and also travelled north into 
Tibet. In 1792, the Nepalese invaded Tibet. 
The Tibetans immediately sought Chinese 
help. The Chinese drove back the Nepalese 
almost as far as the capital, Kathmandu. 
The Chinese were suspicious of Tibet’s 
neighbours and closed all the passes to Tibet  
prohibiting Indian merchants and travellers 
to enter Tibet. This put an end to British 
hopes and the trade link which had been in 
use since 1774.

Kishan Kant Bose Mission (1815)
Anglo Bhutanese relations remained friendly 
for almost fifty years. In 1851, the British 
decided to sent Kishan Kant Bose Mission, 
a native Indian official from the East India 
Company, to gather information on the 
state of affairs in Bhutan. He came via the 
Assam frontier from Goalpara travelling to 
Tsirang and then through the valley of the 
Puna Tsang Chu (Sankosh) to Punakha. He 
gave a favourable report on Bhutan and its 
people to the British government.

Student Activity

1 Read the information in the text about 
the missions to Bhutan and write the 
meaning of ‘mission’ as you understand 
it. Your teacher will guide you if 
necessary.
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2 Put details of the various missions to 
Bhutan in a table as shown below:

Date     Led by     Reasons     Outcome

Let us now look in some detail at the trade 
patterns that had developed and grown over 
the years and had been at the heart of British 
interest in Bhutan.

Trade patterns
Bhutan’s Exports to India went on horses to 
Rangpur in Bengal. They took Tangun horses, 
coarse blankets, walnuts, musk, yaktails, 
oranges and madder manjeet (red dye). 
Bhutan’s Imports  in return included woollen 
cloth, indigo dye, sandalwood, spices like 
nutmeg and cloves. The Bhutanese also 
brought in hogs, cattle, betel nut, dried fish 
and coarse cotton broad cloth. This last item 
was traded with Tibet once the Bhutanese 
had met their own needs. 

The items like tea, silver, gold, chinese silk 
and brocades and salt were imported from 
Tibet and in return rice, zau, wheat, timber, 
pepper, paper, medicinal herbs, textiles and 
flour were exported.

Contact with British India was restricted 
to trade. The treaties which had helped 
establish the peace were violated or broken 
from time to time by both sides. Petty 

chieftains on either side of the border would 
raid into each other’s territories but these 
isolated incidents did not cause a breakdown 
of relations.

Trouble seemed to begin when the British 
occupied Assam in 1828 after driving the 
Burmese out of the area. In the next chapter 
we shall examine the depth of suspicion and 
hostility that grew up between the Bhutanese 
and the British after this event.

Student Activity

1 Using the information in the text, list 
the items of trade between Bhutan and 
India and Tibet. You could do this in 
the form of a table (design your own). 

2 Either visit a local area or invite a 
local person to your school to  find 
out ‘what items used to be traded and 
with whom’. Are they still traded? If 
not, why?

 Draw a diagram to illustrate your 
findings. Your diagram should supply 
details of the goods traded. Your 
diagram should be carefully drawn 
to provide adequate space for lists of 
items traded. You could  i n c l u d e 
pictures to make the diagram clearer 
and more interesting.

3 What do you understand by the term 
‘’trade’? Write down its definition in 
one sentence after discussing with a 
friend in your class. You might like to 
read the text carefully to help you write 
the definition.
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Chapter Seven

British India’s Interference the case of 
the Assam Duars

shorter than in the west where they fan out 
and flow over a much wider area before they 
drain into the Brahmaputra. 

Look at the map of Bhutan and imagine that 
the borders extend in the east (as they did in 
the early nineteenth century) onto the plains 
almost to the banks of the Brahmaputra. This 
river, which flows in an east west direction 
suddenly turns due south and flows through 
Cooch Behar towards the Bay of Bengal. 

The regions governed by the Poenlops 
stretched in a north south direction. These 
areas stretched down the river valley to the 
plains particularly onto those fertile silt 
plains on the threshold of the duars.

Student Activity

 Look at the map of Bhutan which shows 
the river valleys and duars.  It is based 
on the map drawn up by the British. In 
your notebook, draw an outline map 
of Bhutan and fill in the rivers naming 
them. Using a coloured pencil shade in 
the extent of the area into the duars and 
onto the plains for which the Bhutanese 
paid compensation.

The geographical features 
of the duars
In order to understand the significance of 
the Duars to the prosperity and security of 
Bhutan it is necessary to study the geography 
of the country. 

In the last chapter we saw that the word 
‘duar’ meant gate or door. It is important to 
understand that these ‘doors’ had thresholds. 
These thresholds stretched right down 
onto the plain. They extended towards the 
Brahmaputra. 

The rivers of Bhutan generally flow from 
north to south. They tumble down over 
thousands of metres bearing soil and rocks 
from the mountains. At the point where these 
rivers reach the plains, they deposit these 
rocks and boulders which spread out over a 
fairly wide area in some parts.

Where the areas of rocks and boulders end 
the soil and silt is deposited. It is this silt 
which is rich and makes it possible to grow 
many different crops on this flat fertile plain. 

All the rivers drain into the Brahmaputra 
eventually. In the east, the course of the 
rivers, once they reach the plain, are much 
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Ownership of the Assam Duars

There were eighteen Duars occupying a long 
narrow strip of land of about three hundred 
and fifty kilometres long and anything from 
sixteen to fifty kilometres broad. There 
were seven Assam Duars situated along the 
Assam frontier between the rivers Manas 
and Dhansiri. In 1828, a war was fought 
between British India and Burma (now 
called Myanmar). 

The British won the war and annexed 
Assam taking over the territory right up to 
the Burmese frontier. Up until this time the 
Bhutanese had been in control of the area 
and had used the plains for the production 
of their food and for trade. The Bhutanese 
used to pay an annual compensation to the 
Assam rulers in the form of musk, yak tails, 
gold dust, horses and blankets for their rights 
over the duars. 

Once the British became the owners, the 
compensation was to be paid to them. 

Student Activity

 Write in your own words the importance 
of the Duars to the Bhutanese.

Payment of Compensation
The British frontier officers responsible 
for collecting the compensation acted 
dishonestly. As a result, the question of 
the compensation became a problem. The 
value of the compensation fell below what 

was agreed. The Bhutanese were unhappy. 
They felt that poor quality items were being 
substituted by the British agents reducing 
the value of the compensation. Arrears, or 
the money still owing in payments greatly 
increased.

Growing Tension
At the same time, the British were growing 
impatient and were irritated by the frequent 
raids that took place. People were kidnapped 
either from Bhutan or from Assam. Each side 
accused the other of being responsible. From 
reports gathered at the time it seems that the 
Bhutanese were often wrongly accused.

The continuation of  cross border 
raids  
The result of all these attacks led, over the 
years, to people fleeing their homes on the 
plains in order to find more secure areas 
to settle. The region was certainly losing 
its population. This would have had the 
effect, over a period of time, of reducing the 
productivity and supplies of food to Bhutan. 

The raids and abduction of people were to 
maintain an adequate labour force producing 
food. The activities of the Trongsa Poenlop 
were not always known to the Desi or 
approved of by him. So when a Bhutanese 
force attacked the Assam British force and 
were defeated, the Desi had to let the British 
know that he had not been aware of the 
problems.
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Student Activity

1 In pairs or groups, discuss what 
‘payment of compensation’ means from 
the information given in the text. When 
is it usually paid and why? What does 
the party who pays benefit from it? 

2 What do you understand by ‘arrears’? 
Why did the Bhutanese have to pay 
this?

3 Discuss in small groups the ‘sources 
of tension’ between the  British in 
India and the Bhutanese. What do you 
understand when you read that there 
was ‘growing tension’ between them? 

4 Do you think you have ever experienced 
‘tension’? What caused it? What did it 
lead to? Share the experience with your 
friends?  

The Case of Cooch Behar
We have studied the arrival of the British 
into Cooch Behar and West Bengal. We have 
also seen how the  Bhutanese found it more 
and more difficult to get to the plains to carry 
out their trading. The Bhutanese desire to 
continue their activities on the plains were 
at the centre of a series of treaties. These 
treaties were on the whole conciliatory 
- that is, they did not encourage any sort 
of confrontation or further disagreement. 
They were aimed at reducing tension which 
meant removing difficulties that could 
cause disagreement. The reason for this 

was that the British were anxious to secure 
commercial links with Bhutan and Tibet.

The Case of the Assam Duars
Things were somewhat different in the case 
of the Assam Duars. On this occasion, the 
expansion of trade links and the establishment 
of trade routes to Tibet were no longer an  
important issue. The Chinese, who were 
now dictating Tibetan policy, had shut the 
frontiers to all trade with India. So, what did 
the British want to do in the area?

At this time the British wanted to secure the 
Assam Duars for themselves. They wanted 
to restore some sort of normal life to the 
people there. The other objective was to use 
the fertile plains area to grow cash crops like 
cotton. The Bhutanese for their part wanted 
to continue to grow their food crops on these 
plains. They had paid for the right to do so 
by compensation and were not ready to hand 
them over. 

The British, from their side, wanted another 
chance to send a mission to Bhutan to get 
a more up-to-date view of the internal 
situation. They were very uncertain about 
what the real situation was.

The Governor General of British India, Lord 
Auckland, therefore, decided to send an 
envoy to Bhutan. The mission was headed by 
Captain Pemberton and he was accompanied 
by a small group of soldiers and a Botanist, 
Dr. W. Griffiths.
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The failure of Pemberton’s 
Mission

The mission failed to carry out its main 
objectives as they had been declared above. 
The Bhutanese refused to acknowledge the 
arrears in the compensation and suggested 
the mission should be cancelled. The British 
continued and set off from Gauhati via the 
Banska Duar. 

A rebellion broke out headed by the Zhongar 
Dzongpon Zhongpa Sangye against the 35th 
Desi Choeki Gyaltshen. The Bhutanese 
requested the mission to return  and re-enter 
via the Buxa Duar. Instead the mission 
refused to comply and took the route via 
Deothang which took weeks to travel and 
was very difficult. This route avoided the 
troubled areas and soon alerted the British 
to the grave situations and impossible 
difficulties they would face should they 
consider sending in an armed force.

Terms for Settlement
Pemberton carried a proposed treaty which 
he hoped the Desi would agree to. The terms 
of the treaty of 1838 were as follows:

1. All criminals would be extradited to 
face justice.

2. The subjects of both countries could 
mix freely and move freely across the 
borders.

3. All arrears or outstanding debts would 
be settled.

The Treaty is Rejected
The Bhutanese rejected the treaty. 
Pemberton wrote in his report that the 
central Government headed by the Desi 
was in agreement and ready to accept the 
provisions but was powerless to act against 
the Trongsa Poenlop who objected. The 
failure of Pemberton’s mission led him to 
suggest that the real power in Bhutan was 
now in the hands of the Trongsa and Paro 
Poenlops. 

Pemberton was so annoyed that he felt that 
the British should simply annex or take 
over all the Duars and thereby cut off the 
area which supplied “every article of luxury 
and consumption” and leave the Poenlops 
without their income.

The Final Warning
In 1839, the British Government sent a 
further warning to the Bhutanese that unless 
they were able to control and settle the affairs 
of the Duars, they would have no option but 
to occupy both the Assam and Bengal Duars.

The British take over the Assam 
Duars
On 6th September 1841, the British issued 
an order for taking over the management 
of the Assam Duars and annexed it. As 
compensation for the loss of revenue, the 
Bhutanese were to be paid 10,000 rupees 
per annum. 
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Border incidents continued for the next 
decade and relations between British India 
and Bhutan grew steadily worse. 

Student Activity

1 We saw that there was growing tension between the British in India and the 
Bhutanese. Write down in your own words how the British tried to settle the 
tension. (You might like to discuss it first with a friend or in small groups 
before you write it down.)

2 What was the final outcome of the growing tension? Describe it in your own 
words. (You may first discuss it with a friend or in small groups if you feel 
that will help you better.)

These incidents and the resulting actions 
which led to the Duar wars form the opening 
chapter of the next course book.
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A Guide to Pronuciation

The guide to pronunciation has been prepared in the hope of guiding the students to ac-
quire the correct way of pronouncing the Dzongkha words used in the text. Our concern 
here is the difficulty that the students might face in reading the Dzongkha words written 
in English alphabet. Assuming that, at this level, the students have acquired basic reading 
skills of Dzongkha language we have included a column that lists the Dzongkha words in 
Dzongkha spelling so that they themselves can make a study of this column and relate it 
to the column enlisting the same words written in English alphabets.

In the preparation of the pronunciation guide we were fortunate to be assisted by the 
Dzongkha Development Authority (DDA). It was necessary to obtain their advice as they 
arc the ones specialized in the development of Dzongkha language. The written language 
itself being at a very young age corrections may need to be made as and when errors are 
notified. In the meantime, we hope it will nonetheless prove to be of great help as a guide 
for the students in achieving the ability to correctly pronounce the Dzongkha words used 
in the text.

We would like to mention that the Dzongkha Development Commission is in the process 
of developing standardized English spelling of Dzongkha words. The spellings currently 
used in the text are the ones that have been in use for years and will be in use till the DDC 
bring out their production of standardized spelling.

Before the students begin to explore the table we would like them to learn how to read 
the pronunciation column. For that they need to see what English consonants and vowels 
represent the Dzongkha consonants and vowels.

Consonants

     Dzongkha       English       Dzongkha            English
 ཀ	 	 k	 	 	 	 ཐ	 	 th

	 ཁ	 	 kh	 	 	 	 ད	 	 d

	 ག	 	 g	 	 	 	 ན	 	 n	 	 	
	 	
	 ང	 	 ng	 	 	 	 པ	 	 p	 	 	
	 	 	
	 ཅ	 	 c	 	 	 	 ཕ	 	 ph

	 ཆ	 	 ch	 	 	 	 བ	 	 b	 	 	
	 	 	 	 	
	 ཇ	 	 j	 	 	 	 མ	 	 m

	 ཉ	 	 ny	 	 	 	 ཙ	 	 ts
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