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ABSTRACT. 

The history of Bhutan is old, complex and relatively 

unexplored. It was not until the 1970's that a few books on 

the history of the country were published. Unfortunately, 

the greatest challenge that authors in Bhutanese history 

face is the country's lack of recorded source material in 

its political, social and economic history. 

This thesis is basically a narrative account of the 

life and career of Dungkhar Jigme Namgyal, (1825-1881). For 

this account on Jigme Namgyal, 1 had to rely heavily on oral 

traditions, besides the few secondary works on him. Al1 the 

outstanding figures in Bhutanese history have almost always 

come £rom either Tibet or India, and were mostly religious 

leaders. Jigme Namgyal was in every sense the first 

national hero, whose political contributions had far 

reaching consequences. 

Jigme Namgyal lived in an age of anarchy, intrigues and 

conspiracies. Though much of the details of these complex 

events are missing, it was Jigme Namgyal who was credited 

for eliminating al1 potential claimants to political power, 

thus paving the way for the successful establishment of the 

modern monarchy by his peace-loving, diplornatic son, Sir 

Ugyen Wangchuk. 



ONE 

INTRODUCTION: 

THE GEOGRAPHY, PEOPLE, RELIGION AND SOCIETY. 

"Thus of the whole enormous area which was once the 
spirited domain of Tibetan culture and religion, 
stretching £rom Ladakh in the West to the borders of 
Szechuan and Yunnan in the East, from the Himalayas in 
the South to the Mongolian Steppes and the vast waste 
of Northern Tibet, now only Bhutan seems to survive as 
the one resolute and self-contained representative of a 
fast disappearing civilizationu. (Snellgrove and 
Richardson 1968:271)'- 

The story of how Bhutan managed to survive to present 

day in its almost virgin and medieval state makes for 

interesting study. It may not be too far fetched to 

mention, as many outsiders have in their search for the 

exotic, that Bhutan is seen as the last of the mythical 

land, Shangrila. What makes Bhutan even more fascinating is 

that despite the size, population and a century of unrest 

and civil war, the country continued to survive 

independently in the teeth of British imperialism. Bhutan 

was not only blessed in escaping colonization but also 

managed to ward off pressures from Tibet and China, 

Bhutan's survival in the midst of this pressure is 

indeed difficult to understand. The country had her own 

share of Tibetan and Indian saints and refugee princes who 

managed to rule for a time. They, however, did not last 

I Aris, Michael: BHUTAN: The Earlv Historv of a 
Himalavan Kinadom. (Aris and Phillips Ltd., Warminster, 
England,  1979). Introduction, P. xi. 





long and their legacy lay in the field of religion and their 

venerable descendents, known as the INgoe rigsl, (Noble 

blood families) like the Dung, Choej i s  and Khoches of 

Bhutan. But for most of her history she was ruled by her 

own people. 

In 1907 the Bhutanese unanimously installed Sir Ugyen 

Wangchuk as the first hereditary king of Bhutan- This seems 

to have happened at a tirne when other countries were 

adopting a republican state based on democratic principles. 

Today kings are confined to ancient history courses, but in 

Bhutan, the king is the most loved and respected individual 

in the whole country. It was not until late 1960 

that any proper survey of the country was conducted. The 

earlier sources of information on the country's territorial 

extent and population were based entirely on old religious 

books and documents. Another important source was the maps 

and accounts of foreigners, especially the British, Even 

this source proved most inaccurate as none of these 

foreigners had travelled throughout the country. In 1971 

the survey office was established by the command of His late 

Maj es ty, King Jigme Dor j i Wangchuk. 2 

Squeezed between two of the worldls largest and most 

populous countries, India and China, the independent 

2 Nado, Lopon: DRUK KARPO, (Tharpaling and New 
Delhi, 1986). (English edition not translated and published 
as yet.) 
2. 7 .  
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Buddhist country of Bhutan occupies approximately 18,000 

square miles, which is a little bigger than Belgium or 

Switzerland (see map 1). But demographically Bhutan is one 

of the least populated country in Asia, with a population of 

less than a million. Geographically on the north, the 

country is bordered by the Chinese province of Tibet and on 

the West by the once independent Buddhist kingdom of Sikkim 

(now annexed to India). To the east and the south lie the 

Indian States of Arunachal Pradesh, West Bengal and Assam 

respectively . 

In the north, a natural barrier in the f o m  of a long 

range of snow covered peaks separate Bhutan £rom Tibet. 

Mounts Jomolhari, Tshering Ghang, Nojin Ghangzang, Jichu 

Drake, Ghangmozang and Thangkhar Ghang, al1 well over 24,000 

ft high form the main peaks of this range.' The peaks 

Ghangkar Punsum, (the three siblings) and Kula Ghangri, over 

25,000 ft, fa11 between the districts of Bumtha and Tibet. 

Monla Karchung was the main pass between these peaks and was 

widely used by both Tibetan and Bhutanese merchant traders 

and pilgrims. There were also a nurnber of other passes 

between Bhutan and Tibet which were extensively used since 

early times and lasted £rom around 900 A . D  to the eve of the 

Chinese annexation of Tibet in 1959. O 

' Ibid.. p.7. 
Ibid., P. 8 
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In the south, the hills of Bhutan gradually join with 

the great plains of Northern India. Today the plains of 

Bengal and Assam are widely cultivated and densely 

populated. Prior to 1864-1865, this region, where the 

Bhutanese hills meet the Indian plains, was almost 

uninhabitable. This region, known as the Dooars/Duars, 

consisted of dense forest, extremely hot climate and 

malaria. It was also the home of many wild and dangerous 

beasts and most uninviting for human settlement; yet the 

land was very fertile and suitable for the cultivation of a 

variety of crops, tea and timber. This natural barrier in 

the south had also played an important role in sheltering 

Bhutan for many years £rom foreign encroachment from the 

south. The main passes through this unfriendly region into 

India were £rom Ha via Dalimkote and £rom Buxa Dooar in the 

West and in the East from Dewangiri via Darranga in the 

Assam district. These routes were used by the Bhutanese 

traders only in the winter months. 

Al1 the swift-flowing rivers of Bhutan find their way 

south from the rnountains and empty into the rivers of Bengal 

and Assam, India. Most of these rivers have their source in 

China while others begin £rom the high peaks of the 

rnountains in Bhutan. 

Even though Bhutan lacks in size, it does have a wide- 

ranging climate and associated landscape. The settled high 

altitudes along the northern border are the most sparsely 



populated regions of the country. These regions of the 

kingdom, like Laya, Lingshi, Lunana, Bumtha Dhur, Merak and 

Sakteng, are inhabited by nomadic groups whose livelihood 

depends alrnost entirely on the produce of their cattle, 

These nomadic groups have preserved a language and dress 

that is distinct £rom any other and reflect a tradition many 

hundreds of years old. It has changed little over time. 

The southern belt, along the foothills of the 

mountains, gradually joins the plains of Northern India. 

These areas, between three hundred to £ive hundred feet 

above sea level are covered by dense tropical forests. 

Because of the high rainfall and hot climate, the land is 

ideal for rice cultivation, tropical fruits, timber and the 

per£ect site for industry with the Indian markets 

immediately to the south. This area is mainly inhabited by 

the Lhotsampas, people of Nepalese origin. 

The central zone, however, is the most densely 

populated region of the kingdom. It is removed £rom the 

teaming heat of the plains in the south and the perpetually 

snow-covered peaks of the north. The valleys of Thimphu, 

Paro, Punakha, Sha, Ha, Bumtha, Mangde, Trashigang, Trashi 

Yangtshi, Mongar and Pema Gatshel are heavily populated and 

extensively cultivated. 

The people in this central zone of Bhutan are varied 

and diverse as the geography of the country itself. Judging 

by the size of the country and its population, one would 
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expect to find a single group of people speaking a common 

language, but nothing could be further £rom the truth. 

Besides the Nomads of the north, (called Brokpa in the east 

and Jop in the west) and the Lhotsampas in the south, the 

central zone itself is the home of a medley of people. The 

western part of Bhutan comprising the districts of Thimphu, 

Paro, Punakha, Wangdue Phodrang, Ha and Gasa are known as 

the 'Ngalopr. The language they speak is 'Dzongkhal- 

literally the 'language of the fort1, - which has been 

adopted as the National Language. Although the religious 

scripts are written in 'Choekey', or classical Tibetan, 

Dzongkha, a branch of Thoekeyt, is quite different and 

distinct £rom the Tibetan language. But among the Dzongkha- 

speaking people of the west, the spoken language may Vary 

£rom region to region in accent and dialect. The same 

applies to the other spoken languages in Bhutan. 

In the central part of Bhutan, the districts of Bumtha 

and Trongsa speak Bumtap. Eastern Bhutan which is comprised 

of the districts of Trashigang, Trashi Yangtshi, Mongar, 

Pema Gatshel and Samdrup Jongkhar speak Tsangla ' or 

'Sharchokpa ' (Easterner) . But the people of Lhuntshi 

district in the east speak ' K u r t o e p " .  As in the west, the 

dialects in the east may differ from one region to the next, 

sometirnes even if the regions are within the same district. 

A principal reason for this may be the geographical barriers 
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that separated the people. The rugged mountain terraln made 

communication very difficult. 

The high mountain ranges and deep river valleys have 

not only formed a natural barrier and protected the country 

£rom outside influence and annexation, but also seem to have 

played an important role in dividing Bhutan's own people. 

One may well ask, what is the Bhutanese identity and what 

has kept the Bhutanese people united? Although the 

Bhutanese reflect the physical features of the Mongolian 

race, with narrow elongated eyes, yellow skin and black 

hair, the Bhutanese are quite different £rom either the 

Chinese or the Tibetans. Bhutanese are unique and distinct 

in their race, religion, language, dress and ornament, food, 

custom and tradition. Even in its political aspect, 

Bhutanls dual system of administration, "Choe s iu  (religious 

and temporal), is a feature that is truly Bhutanese. 

As the nature of Bhutan's culture and language show, 

the country borrowed tremendously £rom both the northern and 

southern neighbours. Holy men and princes and their 

entourage, the merchants and pilgrims £rom both India and 

Tibet visiting Bhutan and vice versa, enriched Bhutan's 

religion and culture. But for the Bhutanese, whatever was 

borrowed seems to have been preserved and remained almost 

unchanged. This again rnay be attributed to the physical 

barriers and the little contact with the outside world. 



The state religion of Bhutan is Kargyu, a sect of the 

Mahayana Buddhism. Nyingma, another sect, is also 

practised, mostly in eastern Bhutan. Every Bhutanese is a 

devout Buddhist and every aspect of life in Bhutan revolves 

around the teachings of the Buddha. Prayers are on the lips 

of every second Bhutanese and prayer flags £lutter over the 

hillsides of the valleys. Almost every house in Bhutan will 

invariably have a small prayer flag on top of the roof or in 

front of the house. Every house, no matter how humble, will 

have a chape1 and every community, a lhakhang or a 

monastery. 

For many Bhutanese, especially the older generation, 

their ultimate dream would be a pilgrimage to the sacred 

places associated with the life of the Buddha and Guru 

Padmasambhava, the Indian saint who introduced tantric 

Buddhism to Bhutan and Tibet. In earlier days, the main 

pilgrim centre was Lhasa, Tibet, but after the Chinese 

takeover, the Bhutanese were deprived of this holy place. 

Another important centre is Bodhgaya, India where the Buddha 

became enlightened. To many Bhutanese the cause and effect 

of everyday situations would be reasoned through "La Jungdeu 

or Karma, rather than through the application of scientific 

reasoning. 

The society is also very much governed by the 

principles of Buddhism. As the religion dictates, the 

Bhutanese try to live up to the principles of non-violence, 



compassion and tolerance. The Bhutanese are very 

disciplined people. No elders or acquaintances are called 

by their name and every child in the family cares for their 

old and aged parents, who usually live quietly, devoting al1 

their time to prayer and attending to their grandchildren. 

In most cases, families are large, with father, mother, 

children and their spouses and grandchildren 

In olden days, marriages were always arranged amongst 

families of good blood, nobility or priestly castes. Even 

today, some Bhutanese parents would still consider into the 

background of the prospective son or daughter-in-law. 

Aristocracy in old Bhutan was based more on bloodline than 

on property and econornic strength, 

". .  often indistinguishable £rom the peasantry at 
large, they (aristocrats) still e n j  oy a respected place 
in the local comrnunity because of their venerable 
ancestryu. 5 

But today the concept of aristocracy is taking on a new 

meaning and like other countries money and power have become 

more important than the intangible concept of caste or 

bloodline. 

G.N Mehra writes in BHUTAN Land of the Peaceful Draaon 

(1974) , that unlike India or Tibet, there is more equality 

in Bhutanese society and there is less disparity between the 

rich and the poor. Two or three decades ago in Bhutan, 

' Aris, Michael: BHUTAN: The Earlv Historv of a 
Himalavan Kinadom. ( Aris & Fhillips Ltd., Warminster- 
Cngland, 1979). P. 115. 



irrespective of the family background, a young man began his 

political career at the lowest level of employment in the 

dzongs. Once employed the young man lived away £rom his 

home and family and led the life of an unordained monk in 

the dzongs. This custom held even for princes of the royal 

family and as well as established lamaist families. The 

father of the first king, Jigme Namgyal, started his czreer 

as a cornrnon retainer in the court of Trongsa, although he 

came f rom the family of Dungkhar Choej i, started by the 

famous Saint and treasure revealer Terton Pemalingpa. Also 

al1 the royal princes personally waited upon their fathers 

and rmained at their beck and call. Such a disciplinary 

custom was not understood by the British officers who 

visited Bhutan in the 1800s. They obviously misunderstood 

the whole tradition and concluded that, 

"this penlow (Jigme Namgyal) (was) . .of low extraction. 
H i s  father had been a rnenial of a late Tongso 
Penlow. . lg6 

Karma Urat s book, Hero with a thousand eves (1995) , is 

an excellent narrative of the life of Dasho Shingkhar Lama. 

Though he was born into an established religious fanily and 

recognized as an incarnate, he was called away to serve in 

the palace of Wangdue Cheoling. This biography confirms 

Mehtals statement about this rare element in 

society and the absence of hereditary landed 

Bhutanese 

aristocrats who 

Eden, Hon'ble Ashley, -1864: "Report 
of Bootan and on the Progress of the Mission 
Political Missions to Bootan, P. 101. 

on the State 
of 1863-64", in 



inherited power and position. Aristrocracy in Bhutan was 

not as well established as in Tibet or Fndia. Majority of 

the people in nineteenth century Bhutan were farmers, 

including those who claimed to be Choejis. Just because 

they were Choejis, it did not necessarily mean that they 

were financially better off. Bloodline must not be confused 

with economic status. However, there was tremendous social 

mobility in Bhutan which may have been one of the reasons 

for the numerous scramble for power and prestige in 

nineteenth century Bhutan. 

Geography seems to have played a significant role in 

the creation and preservation of the Bhutanese identity ana 

culture. To this may be added Bhutanls self irnposed policy 

of isolation. Today Bhutan rnay be one of the least known 

countries and one of the most difficult place to visit. 

Bhutan may have little to offer to the world community Sut 

the country has her whole world and way of existence to Iose 

if she threw open her doors to the outside world. Although 

Bhutan nas now abandoned the former policy of isolation, the 

country is still in a transitional phase. This is a 

critical tirne for Bhutan. The awesome challenge facing the 

government and the people is to bring modernisation, not 

Westernization, to Bhutan. 

Numerous books on Bhutan have been written by 

foreigners. Almost al1 of them cater to the tourists who 

have no knowledge about Shutan, its religion, cizstorns X C  
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traditions and its cultural heritage. Everything in Bhutan 

revolves around Buddhism, culture, customs, the dress and 

ornaments, the art and architecture and literature. Volumes 

of work can be found on religious history, but unfortunately 

literature on Bhutan's political history is almost non- 

existent. Every second Bhutanese would have in bis 

possession a few volumes (depending on the status of the 

individual and his educational background) of books (pacha) 

on Buddhism, known as Kanjur, Tenjur, Buem etc (Buddhist 

cannons). These usually sit on the altars of chapels in 

homes throughout the country. It is amazing that people 

seem so indifferent to the historical aspect of their 

country, even that mentioned in the cannons. 

In the early 1970s, an attempt was made to record 

Bhutanls history. As Bhutan herself had not maintained any 

records of political and diplornatic relations with other 

countries, researchers had to rely heavily on British 

records. Lopon Padma Tshewangls Historv of Bhutan (19941, 

and the late Lopon Nado ' s Pruk K a r ~ o  (1986) , are probably 

the first indigenous efforts in that direction- These two 

books cover a variety of political, religious and social 

issues in Bhutanls history. 

The early accounts of British officers visiting Bhutan 

form an invaluable source of information on every aspect of 

life in 18th and 19th century Bhutan. But as expected, 

there are problerns with these accounts. These works are not 
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accurate, as none of the officers lived in tne country long 

enough to understand a society so different from their own. 

Not only was the culture new to them, but it was also very 

complex and deeply rooted in religion. Although credit goes 

to the British for preserving these records and giving the 

later generation of Bhutanese a glimpse into the world they 

have lost, their accounts are not only distorted, but in 

some places biased and offensive. A culture cannot be 

explained by spectators. It is difficult to understand, let 

alone explain the totally negative attitude of the two later 

envoys, Pemberton, 1837-'38 and Eden 1864, who viewed the 

country and its people with so much contempt. One reason 

could be that they were not invited and had to literally 

force their way into Bhutan much to the inconvenience of the 

Bhutanese. Another possible reason could be that they 

measured Bhutan by their own yardstick and applied the 

standards of Great Britain at the height of her imperial 

glory. 

Of the primary sources, pa~ers Relatina to Bootan. 

Further Pa~ers Relatina to Bootan, Bhutan Emedition of 

1864-65 (military papers), journals and accounts of British 

officers and other official and semi-official 

correspondences al1 at the India Office Library, London, 

throw a flood of light on Bhutan. In the absence of 

Bhutanese accounts from the period, these documents have 

helped historians re-create and understand the history of 
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Anglo-Bhutanese relations between 1772 and 1947-50. But 

these accounts are one-sided, because of the lack of 

Bhutanese sources and the inability, there£ore to offer a 

counter perspective. There is little other source material 

with which to make a cornparison. Thus, it is difficult to 

form an objective opinion. In addition to the fact that 

these records may be one sided, another glaring disadvantage 

would be in language. Al1 the correspondence between the 

British and Bhutanese officers had to be translated. This 

probably took place in the Frontier agent's office in the 

Dooars or in the courts of the Bhutanese rajas. What is 

significant is who translated the documents, how qualified 

was the individual in English and Dzongkha, and what 

happened to the original letters. The lack of answers to 

these questions points to the unreliability of the records. 

The journals and accounts of the individual British 

officers are another important source of information on 

Bhutan. The writings of the various British envoys and some 

of their cornpanions help to put the missing pieces together. 

The information £rom these writings ranges £rom the politics 

and goverment of Bhutan, to religion, trade and 

manufacture, and society. The accounts of the earlier 

travellers like Bogle, (1774). and Turner, (1783) give a 

glowing picture of Bhutan, whereas the writings of the two 

later envoys, R.B.Pemberton, 1837-38 and Hontble Ashley 

Eden, 1864, are highly critical. Probably their views and 
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judgement were influenced by the political atmosphere, as 

Great Britain by then had established herself as the 

paramount power over the entire Indian sub-continent. 

Moreover, they were becoming quite exasperated with the 

Bhutanese dare-devil raids into British Indian territories 

of the Dooars. Then again, the much later accounts of John 

Claude White (who visited Bhutan in 1905 and 1907) and F.M. 

Bailey (1937-38?) are full of praise and appreciation for 

the country and the people. 

Most of the secondary sources cater to the tourists. 

If they go further they usually present only a brief sketch 

of the history of Bhutan, f rom the origin of the name to 

modern times. But such superficial treatments do provide a 

framework that is necessary before the deeper historical 

issues could be investigated. G.N Mehrats Bhutan. Land of 

the Peaceful Draaon (1974) focuses more on Bhutan's cultural 

and social features than on her political history. Only two 

chapters in the entire book give a brief glimpse into 

Bhutan's history. Bikrarn Jit Hasratts Historv of Bhutan, 

Land of the Peaceful Draaon (1980), is more historical. 

Other Indian writers like A . K . J  Singh, Labk Kapileshwar, 

Manorama Kohli and Shantiswarup Gupta have done extensive 

research on Bhutants relations with the British. But as 

Bhutan could not offer any records of her past with the 

British, their works are based entirely on British sources. 
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Michael Aris, Francois Pommarat - Imaeda and Peter 

Collister have al1 done cornendable work on the history of 

Bhutan. Michael Aris is, however, the authority in 

Bhutanese history, having lived many years in Bhutan, 

researching the history. He has produced many books and 

articles on the history of Bhutan. His latest book, The 

Raven Crown The Or lains of Buddhi s t Mona rchv in Bhutan 

(1994), traces the origin of the Bhutanese monarchy with an 

entire chapter on Jigme Namgyal for the first time. In many 

ways this is the first example of a micro history of Bhutan. 

rt is also the first example of a foreigner writing £rom a 

Bhutanese perspective. 

In general, al1 these writers have taken a very 

sympathetic approach where Bhutan is concerned. Without any 

records to prove her case or defend herself, she has been 

portrayed in many instances as the victim - small, backward 

and defensless- faced against one o f  the greatest powers in 

the world, despite the fact that £rom the British accounts, 

Bhutanese attitudes and behaviours were sometimes far £rom 

civil or diplornatic. These authors appear more favourable 

to the cause of the Bhutanese and have, on many occasions, 

made excuses for them. 

Due to the absence of sources on Bhutanese history, it 

is difficult to Say whether Bhutan was indeed the victim or 

whether she provoked the British first with raids in the 

Dooars and then with their insolent behaviour to the British 
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envoy in Punakha in 1864. Eighteenth and nineteenth century 

Bhutan failed to produce any historian who could have 

maintained an account of the country's relations with the 

English. Even the early 20th century did not produce a 

biography on either Jigme Namgyal or his son Sir Ugyen 

Wangchuk who later became the first king of Bhutan. This, 

however, does not mean that Bhutan did not have a class of 

intellectuals, only that their interests lay in other 

fields. Religion was still the most important topic for 

Bhutan and her people. 

In this thesis 1 study the rise of Jigme Namgyal, a 

figure still shrouded in mystery, awe and fear. Jigrne 

Namgyal led a life of warfare, subduing rebels and 

suppressing civil wars. Credit goes to him for putting an 

end to the numerous civil wars that had ravished the country 

and impoverished the people for nearly a century. Although 

his son Sir Ugyen Wangchuk is better known as a diplomat and 

a man of peace, Jigme Namgyalls labour and contribution 

towards the country cannot be overlooked. Jigrne Namgyal 

made it possible for his son to pursue such a peaceful 

policy after he had successfully eliminated al1 the rival 

factions in the country. 

This chapter has served as an introduction to Bhutan 

for the non-Bhutanese reader. It attempted to give a quick 

glance at the country's physical features as well as its 

religion, culture and society. It is an enormous task to 



summarize so much in so little space but perhaps it will 

give the reader some idea as to the nature of Bhutanese life 

and its values. 

Chapter two covers a brief history of Bhutan £rom its 

earliest time. It gives a brief explanation of how the 

country received its name and why the Bhutanese cal1 

themselves Drukpa. The name Bhutan is comrnonly used today 

both within and outside of the country, but to many 

Bhutanese the name of the country is Druk Yu1 and its people 

are called Drukpa. It also presents a brie£ summary of the 

coming of Guru Padma Sambhava £rom India and the legend of 

the Sindhu Raja, at whose invitation the great tantric 

master visited Bhutan and spread Buddhisrn throughout the 

land. Then came the various exile princes and religious 

priests and high lamas £rom Tibet, making tremendous 

contribution to Bhutan in social and religious fields. 

Chief among them would be the coming of Phajo Drujom Shegpo 

and Lhase Tsangma, both £rom Tibet. In 1050 the famous 

Treasure revealer Terton Pemalingpa was barn in Bumtha. His 

sons established the various noble families and clans of 

Bhutan. The two most well-known families are the Tamshing 

Choej i of Bumtha and the Dungkhar Choej i of Kurtoe. Jigme 

Namgyal was born into the family of Dungkhar Choeji started 

by Pemalingpa's son Kunga Wangpo. The most famous of the 

exile princes and priests £rom Tibet was Shabdrung Ngawang 

Namgyal, who became one of the most dynaniic rulers of the 
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country. Ngawang Namgyal was reborn a number of times into 

the Choeji families of Drametse, also started by another son 

of Pemalingpa. Through common ancestors, bloodline and 

matrimony, Jigme Namgyal and the latter reincarnates of 

Ngawang Namgyal were related. This baffled the British and 

on a few occasions they believed this connection between the 

two most powerful figures in Bhutan to be a political 

scheme. Then came a century of Dharma and Deb rajas and 

civil wars out of which Jigme Namgyal emerged triumphant and 

laid the foundations of the Wangchuk dynasty in Bhutan. 

Chapter three presents a brief introduction of the 

family into which Jigme Namgyal was born. With the meagre 

source materials avaible on his life and achievernent, the 

third chapter traces the birth and the rise of Jigme Namgyal 

to power. There is no biography on his life. What has 

survived to date has been passed d o m  orally. In such a 

case the reliability of the sources is questionable. I met 

many Bhutanese scholars, the most important ones being Dasho 

Lama Sangya, Dasho Shingkhar Lama and Lopon Padma Tsewang 

and others who widely accept the details of his life £rom 

what little written text was avaible. Much of this chapter 

and chapter six is based on the series of interviews 1 

conducted with these Bhutanese scholars and others. 1 was 

unable to go to the place of his birth and meet with some 

elders £rom whom 1 might have gathered more details. 



Chapters four and five detail the first encounter of 

the British with the Bhutanese. The relationship began in 

1772, when the British arrived in Bengal and looked up to 

the hills for a possible trade route into China. The petty 

quarrels of the small chieftans and rajas gave the British 

the opportunity they needed to get involved first in their 

quarrel, then towards the development of a policy. Bhutan 

did not feature in the British Imperia1 plans and for a long 

time the country was the means to an end- as a route to get 

to Tibet and China. But the interna1 disorders in Bhutan, 

coupled with the chaos in the border, changed both the 

attitudes and policies of the two countries. Much of the 

source material for these chapters has been gathered from 

primary British accounts and documents, al1 in the Oriental 

and India Office Library, London. There is virtually 

nothing in Bhutan £rom this period, neither letters nor 

reports. 

In the absence of Bhutanese records, it is difficult to 

corne to an understanding of the Anglo-Bhutanese relations. 

Although both were at fault, and Bhutan herself has a good 

case, she has no evidence to present in support of her own 

National interpretation. Based on the British records 

chapter four and £ive follow the Anglo-Bhutanese relations 

£rom their first encounter, to problems on the frontier, to 

the war of 1864-'65, one of England's many little wars and 

definitely the least known. 
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The sixth chapter deals about the unification of Bhutan 

and Jigme Namgyalls final struggles against the hostile 

chiefs and officers of Western Bhutan. This chapter deals 

with the consolidation of the power and position that passed 

naturally down £rom Jigme Narngyal to his son Ugyen Wangchuk. 

Further it recounts the renewal of friendship between the 

Bhutanese and the British under Jigrne Namgyalls son Sir 

Ugyen Wangchuk and the new role that Bhutan played in the 

Himalayan region. Jigme Namgyalls son later became the 

first hereditary King of Bhutan in 1907. 

In many of the earlier books on the History of Bhutan, 

four watersheds are mentioned: The advent of Guru Padma 

Sambhava and the introduction of Buddhism to Bhutan in the 

8th Century; the establishment of the Drukpa School of 

Northern Mahayana Buddhism in Bhutan by Phajo Drugorn Shigpo 

in the 13th Century; the coming of Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal 

and the unification of Bhutan in the 17th Century; and the 

establishment of the Monarchy in 1907 by Sir Ugyen Wangchuk. 

These are significant events in the countryls history. Yet 

while the first three epoch-making events are integrated 

into a gradua1 account of the rise, spread and establishment 

of the faith and rule, much information is missing on the 

status of the country on the eve of the establishment of the 

monarchy. Tt is known that prior to 1907, the country was 

plagued by civil war and anarchy, yet Sir Ugyen Wangchuk 
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took part in just one of these civil wars before the country 

was politically united under the line of Dungkhar Choejis. 

1 was interested in the man who laid the foundation of 

the monarchy. The few stories that have survived of Jigme 

Namgyal are remembered with awe of his larger-than-life 

image. Most believe he was ruthless and ferocious, but £rom 

the little 1 heard and read 1 am convinced that Jigme 

Namgyal was misunderstood. Perhaps Jigme Namgyal cultivated 

his image for ruthlessness because he wanted his people of 

the time to think that he was strong and invincible, brave 

and arnbitious. The truth is nobody knows for sure. He was 

a man who devoted his lifetime to war and campaign. He 

unintentionally united the country under one authority. His 

military campaigns, his shrewdness and his nick name 'Deb 

Nagpo', or the black regent, (due to his dark countenence 

and the dark clothes he chose to wear), seems to have 

outlived the real man that lived under that ruthless frown. 

This thesis is basically a narrative account of Jigme 

Namgyal, but an attempt has been made to reassess the man, 

his career and his contribution towards the emergence of a 

modern, unified Bhutan. In the fading mernories of senior 

Bhutanese, Jigme Namgyalls bloody battles and ambitious 

character is al1 they can recall. At a time when even blood 

brothers could not be counted upon as allies, it seems to 

have gone unnoticed that such allegations could well have 



24 

been a smear campaign £rom the countless rivals and jealous 

colleagues. 

If Ugyen Wangchuk is to be called a Iman of 

vision1 (Peter Collister, 1987) then Jigme Namgyal was truly 

Bhutanls 'man of destinyl. Even his Lama Jangchub Tsondrue, 

(his persona1 teacher) does make it appear that Jigme 

Namgyalls birth was not a chance happening but rather 

something that was preordained. It is believed that the 

lama, who was welknown for his wisdom and learning, also 

predicted the birth of Ugyen Wangchuk and the rule of the 

Dungkhar Choejis. Jigme Namgyalts importance in the 

unification of Bhutan and his contribution in putting an end 

to the civil wars has not received the credit it should 

have, but the myth of his fearçome character received much 

attention. Somewhere along the way the real man was lost. 

But what is equally frustrating is the lack of materials in 

Bhutan on Jigme Namgyal. It is most unfortunate that there 

is little that can be used to present a case to show Jigme 

Namgyal in a more objective light. 

Most of what 1 was left with are the accepted oral 

accounts and the few documents about the man. It is 

difficult to shed any new light on Jigme Namgyalls life and 

career in the absense of any new materials. But 1 have used 

the old existing materials and tried to reassess the man and 

his motives. Other than the few existing written sources a 

major portion on him has been based on oral accounts and 
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supplemented by the chapters on him by the late Lopon Nado's 

DRUK KARPQ, Lopon Padma Tsewang's HISTORY OF BHUTAN and 

Michael Aris's RAVEN CROWN. The Origins of Buddhist Monarchv 

in Bhutan. Although Aris has tried to portray a Bhutanese 

perspective, the content of the three authors is distinctly 

similar. 

Perhaps there is someone in some remote corner of 

Dungkhar or even Kurtoe who could throw a flood of light on 

Jigme Namgyal. There is still much that needs to corne to 

light regarding Jigme Namgyal. He deserves to have his 

story told and his reputation reassessed. 



TWO . 
BHUTAN IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT, 

Bhutan, even today, is one of the least known countries 

in the world. Protected by high mountain ranges, the 

country is still surrounded by an air of mystery. But ever 

since Bhutan abandoned her self-imposed policy of isolation, 

outsiders have been curious about the country, the people, 

and the culture. Bhutan has a very rich culture and an 

ancient history that goes back to antiquity. A number of 

historians, anthropologists, explorers and adventurers. and 

tibetologists have explored the country and researched the 

history. As a result. a number of books on Bhutants 

ancient, religious and cultural history were published in 

the late 1960s and 1970s. 

Most of Bhutanls historical sources are contained in 

the Buddhist cannons and religious biographies. Researching 

in Bhutanls ancient, and not so ancient history can be both 

intriguing and exasperating. Somehow the deeply devout 

Bhutanese people have not developed a sense of history and 

thus Bhutan did not produce anyone remotely resembling 

Herodotus, who could have maintained a record of Bhutanfs 

fascinating past. The volumes of Buddhist literature, pacha 

give lengthy details of the lives and activities of the 

various lama priests and their preachings. Unfortunately, 



these works contain little about the political or socio- 

economic condition of the country. 

The ancient Buddhist name for Bhutan was Lho Mon 

meaning Southern Mon. Southern because Bhutan was 

geographically situated South of Tibet and Mon (corruption 

of the word Mun) rneaning spiritual darkness. In ancient 

Bhutan, before Buddhism came to the country in the early 

eighth century, the people of the Southern land followed the 

Vhree animist cult of Bon, Deu and Drungl'. Although the 

kings of mainland Tibet had by then accepted Buddhism, the 

Southern regions of Tibet bordering Bhutan also practised 

these three cults. Many Bon priests in central Tibet were 

banished to the southern borders of the country for their 

beliefs and practises. These banished groups either settled 

in the Southern part of Tibet or moved farther south into 

Bhutan.' 

The reasons for calling Bhutan the Southern land of 

Spiritual darkness were due to the Monpas (or the people of 

the Bon cult) who inhabited the land. They worshipped 

various manifestations of nature like the Gods of the Sun, 

sky, moon, earth, rock, £ire,  mountains etc, and were 

ignorant of the principles of action and retribution that 

Buddhism propagated. Their faith and worship would not lead 

Nado, Lopon:, DRUK KARPO. (Tharpaling & New Delhi, 
1986). P. 2 .  
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them to the path of self realization and Enlightenment. 

Therefore, they were doomed to a life of Spiritual darkness. 

The Bon religion or cult flourished in Tibet and 

eventually infiltrated into Bhutan £rom Tibet. The precise 

date of the arriva1 of the Bon faith in Bhutan, and who was 

responsible for 

2 its introduction and propagation, is not known. Therefore 

the geographical position and the faith of the people of the 

country gave Bhutan its first ancient, known name. It was 

called "Lho MonM. 

The country was also known by a number of other names 

before I1Bhutanw, was adopted and accepted. Although the 

country is known as Bhutan to the rest of the world and on 

government and official documents the people themselves 

still cal1 the country Druk and her people, Drukpa. More 

about this will be considered later. Besides Lho Mon, 

Bhutan was also called, Lho Mon Tsenden Jong by the 

Tibetans, which meant the Southern Mon country of 

Sandalwoodtf. Sandalwood is found in adundance in Bhutan and 

this tree is rare in Tibet. Then it was also referred as, 

lho Mon Men Jong which meant Y3outern Mon (dark) country of 

Medicinal herbsu. This name was used by the Tibetans to 

emphasize the warmer climate of Bhutan which made it ideal 

2 Hasrat, Bikrama Ji t : , PISTORY OF BHUTAN. Land of 
the Peaceful Dra~on. (Department of Education, Thimphu 
Bhutan, 1 9 8 0 ) ,  P. 23. 



for rare and medicinal herbs, compared to Tibet, basically a 

cold desert. Besides the general use of 'Bhutanl and 'Drukt 

by the Bhutanese, another old name that the Bhutanese 

readily accept is Lho Mon Kha Shi, IlThe Southern Mon Country 

of Four Approache~~~. The four approaches or passes into 

Bhutan were: Shar (East) Khaling kha, Nub (West) Darling 

Kha, Lho (South) Passa Kha and Jang (North) Taktse Kha? 

The country's modern name began to take shape £rom an 

Indian term, Bhotanta meaning the whole of the Tibetan 

plateau or Bhot -Uttam, meaning "BhotI1 as India1s name for 

Tibet and "UttamW meaning m or th? When the British came to 

India the name Bhotanta or Bhot -Uttam became anglisized as 

Bhutan. The British, however, spelled Bhutan a number of 

ways, like Bootan, Bhotan and Boutan. But as was mentioned 

earlier the Bhutanese still cal1 themselves "DrukpaW and 

their country "DrukW. The country got its name when "Drukpa 

Kargyu (a sub - sect of the Northern Mahayana Euddhism) was 

introduced into the country by Phajo Druj om Shigpo. The 

story of this primary Bhutanese figure (but of Tibetan 

origin) will be dealt with later in the chapter. Many of 

the authors of the 1970s, whether writing about Bhutanese 

Aris, Michael:, BHU-: The Earlv Historv of a 
Himalavan Kinadom. (Aris and Phillips Ltd. , Warrninster - 
England, 1979). P. xxiv & xxv. 

4 Kohli, Manorama:, INDIA AND BHUTAN: A Studv in 
Interrelations 1772  - 1 9 1 0 ,  (Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers 
Pvt. Ltd. 1982). P. 1. 
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history or about their adventures in Bhutan, always refered 

to the country as the "land of the peaceful dragontt or the 

'land of the thunder dragonn; 'Druk" means dragon. 

Bhutants early history can be divided into Ancient 

Bhutan and Legendary Bhutan, but the difficulty lies in 

separating legends or myths from facts. In Bhutanese 

history there is a very thin dividing line between history 

and legends or stories of miracles. It is also difficult to 

ascertain who peopled this tract of land known as "Lho Mon" 

or WhotantaU. Who were the original or the earliest 

settlers? But what is known for certain is that Bhutan had 

a fair share of irnmigrâi~ts £rom both the northern and 

southern borders. In the process, the country was much 

enriched by these immigrants, who almost always came into 

Bhutan as exile princes of royal household or a Lama priest 

ousted £rom his seat by new leaders and new ideas. 

According to the late Lopon Nadots pruk Kamo, the 

earlist Indian immigrant was the exiled prince Drime Kundan 

and his family, who travelled North to Bhutan after his own 

father banished him. The exact date of Drime Kundanfs entry 

into Bhutan is not known, but according to Bhutanese legend 

the prince is said  to have corne to a place called Duri 

Hashang, which is located in the upper Shengana valley in 

Punakha. The prince and his fmily are believed to have 

passed through Lekhithang, Lorina and Lobesa. Wherever they 

went, Drime Kundan was supposed to have planted tumeric and 



ginger, which are still grown today. 

believed to have settled between Wang 
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Another Indian king is 

and Pele La at a place 

called Razaog, (Ilunder the king1') . His f riendship with the 

Tibetan king Thri Ralpachen resulted in the construction of 

a number of Buddhist monasteries in Bhutan. The ruins of 

Razaog stand today in Shar.' 

Indian influence and immigration declined after the 

last and the most popular Indian king, the legendary Sindha 

raja of Bumtha. When Buddhism began to florish in Tibet, 

under the rule of some of the greatest Tibetan kings of 

religion like Songtsen Gambo, Thrisong Duetsen, Mutitsenpo 

and Thri Ralpachen, Bhutan began to look more and more 

towards Tibet for spiritual and cultural leadership. Taking 

advantage of this spiritual alliance, Bhutan, around the 9th 

century, sought Tibetan military aid to drive out some 

Indian settlers. Not only had they settled in Bhutan, but 

they had begun to oppress the native Bhutanese. The Tibetan 

force was successful but a large nurnber of them decided to 

settle down in Bhutan because of the country's pleasant 

climatic conditions and very fertile soi1 (that was the same 

reason for the Indians settling in Bhutan in the first 

place). These Tibetans later came to be known as the 

Milong ,  Pthose who refused to returnN) . They married with 

' Nado, Lopon:, DRUK KARPO. P. 3 
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the native women and eventually they became one with the 

Bhutanese. 6 

Some Indian travellers in Bhutan were even forced to 

remain in the country and work for the Bhutanese. As time 

went on, these acts by the Bhutanese became worse. As 

labour was scarce, the Bhutanese went to the extent of 

forcibly bringing men from the Indian plains into their 

country and enslaving them. This continued even when the 

British had come to Bengal and Assam. This action of the 

Bhutanese became one of the main causes of the Second Anglo 

Bhutanese War of 1 8 6 4 -  ' 6 5 .  These unfortunate people of 

Indian origin, known as Jowo, Jam and Zap, formed the 

labouring class until the 1960 manumission. This Act 

abolished these tems and distinctions and the people were 

given land, equality and freedom. 

An important immigration £rom the Bhutanese perspective 

was that of prince Khikharathoe of Tibet and his entourage. 

When king Thrisong Duetsen of Tibet banished his son 

Khikharathoe to Khenpalung or Khanpajong, the latter 

gathered a large group of loyal followers and attempted to 

take Lhasa. At the time, the great Indian tantric, Guru 

Padmasambhava (who was responsible for spreading Buddhism 

in Tibet and Bhutan) was in Tibet and the king sought his 

help. The Guru designed a large wooden vesse1 resembling a 

jachung or the garuda (Mythical bird) and induced the prince 

6 Hasrat, P. 3 7  -38 and also see Lopon Nado, P. 5 .  
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and his followers into the giant bird. In this Tibetan 

version of the Trojan horse, the Guru is believed to have 

taken the entire rebel faction of the king and dropped them 

into Burntha, Bhutan. On his return to Tibet, the Guru 

miraculously sealed the entire region of Khanpajong and hid 

it. Some people in Bhutan claim descendant of this banished 

Tibetan prince, 7 

Almost all of Bhutan's foreign influences, whether from 

Tibet or India, came in the form of wandering holy men or 

exiled royal princes. The most farnous of the exiled princes 

of Tibet is Lhase Tsangma. Lhase Tsangmats exile to Bhutan 

is more important £rom a Bhutanese point of view than that 

of the Tibetans. Almost every noble family in eastern 

Bhutan claimed to be descendants of this prince. King 

Thrisong Duetsen of Tibet had three sons, Thri Ralpachen, 

Lhase Tsangma and Lang Dharma. Ralpachen was a devout 

Buddhist and propagated the spread of the faith much to the 

anger and ambition of his anti-Buddhist brother, Lang 

Dharma. Legend says that Lang Dharma, with the support of 

the powerful Bonpo priests and ministers, had Lhase Tsangma 

exiled, the queen's reputation slandered and banished and 

the king's faithful minister executed. Finally Lang Dharma 

had the king, Ralpachen 

ascended the throne and 

brother. Lhase Tsangma 

7 Aris, P. 6 5 - 6 9 .  

assasinated. Lang Dharma then 

plunged into undoing the work of his 

arrived in Paro and £rom there 



proceeded to Eastern Bhutan. His three sons moved to other 

parts of Eastern Bhutan. Herein lay the origin of the noble 

families of Eastern Bhutan.' 

The earliest recorded history of Bhutan, however, 

begins with the rule of the Sindha raja of Bumtha and the 

coming of Guru Padmasambhava to Bumtha at the invitation of 

the king. Although much of the story of Sindha raja sounds 

like a myth it is also deeply rooted in historical facts. 

According to legend and the biography of the Sindha raja, 

the prince Kun-jom was sent out of his kingdom to pursue a 

life of religion in a place called Sindha. Here he later 

9 became the king; thus the title Sindha raja. His main 

rival was Nauche. Being defeated by the latter, Kun-jom 

fled to Bumtha and confined hirnself to Chakhar Gomed palace, 

("iron fortress without doorsu) and ruled over Bumtha. The 

kingdom was later greatly expanded by his son Takla Mebar. 

Unfortunately Takla Mebar was slayed in battle at the age of 

24 by his old rival Nauche. Sindha raja was first 

despondent and later enraged at his protecting deities for 

their failure to protect his son. He went into a rage and 

rampantly destroyed and burned a thousand settlements of 

Nauche and withdrew his respect for his deities. He 

committed various acts of impurities and defiled their name. 

Tashi, Khenpo Phuntshok & Butters, Chris 
(translated); "LHASETSANGMA". Unpublished article, Tenzin 
Dorji. (Thimphu, 1 9 9 2 )  . P.3-6. also Aris, 84 -94. 

Aris, P. 45. 
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The guardian deities then became angry and seized his sou1 

(la sok). The king was thus stricken with a serious illness 

to which, no treatment or cure could be found. Then a small 

neighbouring ruler informed him that king Nauchels lama, the 

great tantric, (Guru Padmasambhava) will be able to cure the 

king. Sindha sent out his ministers to India and invited 

the Guru to Bumtha, who miraculously retrieved the king's 

sou1 after successfully taming the powerful deity Shelging 

Karpo. Sindha raja then gave his daughter Tashi Khedon as 

the Guru's spiritual consort. The Guru even mediated 

between the two warring kings and brought peace between 

them. 'O 

At the invitation of the Sindha raja, Guru Rinpoche 

(precious teacher) arrived in modern day Galegphu and 

travelled up the hi11 towards Bumtha. After curing the 

Sindha raja, the Guru spent some time in Bumtha meditating. 

He left many miraculous foot and body prints on rocks and 

caves, subdued the local spirits and preached the Buddhist 

doctrine." The Guru left numerous sacred places in Bhutan 

for the future benefit of the people. His mediation between 

the two rajas also brought an end to the hostilities and the 

relations between India and Bhutan henceforth improved. On 

the Indo-Bhutan borders, at a place called Nga-thang ("Oath 

'O Aris, P. 46-47, Lopon Nado, P. & Hasrat, P. 

- - 
'- Lopon Nado, P. 4. 
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fieldu) the Guru erected a pillar and then declared that the 

troops of Mon and India must not cross this pillar. If they 

did then, 

" h i s  heartblood would irnmediately be transferred to 
this field and so he would dieM. 

Both the kings and their ministers swore to obey his 

The significance of the Sindha raja's legend is two 

fold. It is not only one of the earliest written records of 

the country, but it also tells of the coming of Guru Padma 

Sambhava to Bhutan and the introduction of the Mahayana 

Buddhism to Lho Mon. Since then, Buddhism has evolved 

peacefully and gradually to this day. In the 9th century, 

Mahayana Buddhism split into a number of sub-sects. The 

four main branch being Nyingma, Kargyu, Gelug and Sakya. 

Since the introduction of the faith to the country by Guru 

Padma Sambhava in 747. A.D., Bhutan experienced an influx of 

Buddhist lama Priests from Tibet belonging to different 

sects. Between the 11th and the 16th century Bhutan 

witnessed the rise and spread of many sects such as Nyingma, 

Dzogchenpa, Tertonpas, Gelugpa, Sakyapa and Drukpa Kargyu. 

Finally, Drukpa Kargyu emerged as the prominent sect of the 

people of Lho Mon. This school was founded in the 11th to 

12th century by Tsangpa Gyarey Yeshi in Tibet. There is an 

interesting story of how this new sect received its name. 

- - 
-' Aris, P. 47. 
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In 1189, "thunder dragons (Druk) resounded in the skyn" at 

the consecration of the new monastery. Hence the new sect 

took the name 'Druk' or Dragon. The teachings of Tsangpa 

Gyarey Yeshi flourished in Lho Mon and eventually the 

country took the narrie of the faith, NDrukyulm, the land of 

the 'Drukpas' or land of the Thunder Dragon. 

The man responsible for the introduction of the Drukpa 

Kargyu sect into Bhutan was Phajo Drugom Shigpo, (1208- 

1276). In 1211, a boy £rom Eastern Tibet set off for Ralung 

Monastery to meet Tsangpa Gyarey, but the great teacher died 

before the littfe boy reached his destination, But al1 was 

not in vain. Tsangpa Gyarey had had a spiritual vision of 

the coming of one such boy. He had instructed his best 

disciple to tutor him personally. This young boy was 

destined to take his teachings to the Southern land, that is 

Bhutan. The little boy was none other than Phajo Drugom 

Shigpo, who later brought and ~pread the new teaching to 

Bhutan. Drukpa Kargyu spread and flourished throughout 

Bhutan under many prominent and zealous teachers and saints 

of the sect. Following the steps of Phajo, and probably 

encouraged by the wide acceptance of the faith by the people 

of Western Bhutan, many Drukpa teachers came to the country. 

Besides the propagation of the faith these teachers left 

behind in the valleys of Thimphu, Punakha, Wangdu and Paro, 

their descendants who l a t e r  played a significant role in 

. - 
-' Aris, P .  172. 
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consolidating the country and establishing the Drukpa school 

under Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal. 

In 1350 Jamyang Kunga Singye, the abbot of Druk Ralung, 

Tibet travelled d o m  to Dechenphug in the Thimphu valley at 

the invitation of the grandson of Phajo, Lhoden Gyelpo. 

Around 1450, another abbot £rom Ralung Gyelwang Kunga 

Penjore arrived in Bhutan accompanied by his disciple Pha 

Drung Drung. Together they identified many sacred places in 

Paro, constructed many monasteries and centres for the 

spread of the Drukpa school of Buddhism. Some fourty years 

later abbot Ngawang Chogyel, also the nephew of Gyelwang 

Kunga Penjore, visited Bhutan several tirnes. Ngawang 

Chogyel and his son Ngagi Wangchuk built numerous 

monasteries and temples in Bhutan. It was Ngagi Wangchuk 

and the great grandfather of Shabdrung, Ngawang Namgyal, who 

laid the foundation of the Trongsa Choekhor Rabtse dzong." 

One and a half centuries later the Shabdrung was to bring 

al1 of the Eastern chiefs under the rule of the Drukpas, in 

a campaign led £rom Trongsa by the dynamic monk-general and 

Trongsa penlop, Min j ur Tenpa . 
Ngawang Chogyells contemporary, Drukpa Kunlay, or 

popularly known as the Divine Madrnan, is still one of the 

most loved and revered saints of the Drukpa school. 

Although these saints and teachers did not hold any 

political power, or function as secular overlords, they 

. 1  

-' Nado, Lopon : , DRUK KARPO . P. 3 7 .  
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still enjoyed the support and loyalty of a large section of 

the people of Western Bhutan. There is no mention of a 

political leader or a king at this period of time. Local 

well-to-do families, or Chojis, seem to have ruled more or 

less autonomously in small regions and valleys. The pattern 

was the same in Eastern Bhutan. When these saints and 

teachers came £rom Tibet, they seem to have acquired the 

allegience of the local chief. Through them they also 

united the entire region under their jurisdiction, 

Therefore, the various Drukpa teachers had managed to spread 

their teachings to a large section of Western Bhutan and in 

a way laid the foundation of a nation. Most of the nobility 

of Western Bhutan were started by the descendents of Phajo 

Drujom and Drukpa Kunlay. Al1 of these families had one 

important feature in cürzzon. They belonged to the same 

branch of the Drukpa teachers of Ralung. Gradually through 

years of Drukpa influence, the country that was formerly 

known as Lho Mon was transfonned into a valley of Spiritual 

awakening and came to be known as Druk or the Land of the 

Thunder Dragon. 

Of equal importance to Phajo Drugom, Shabdrung Ngawang 

Namgyal, and even Guru Padma Sambhava, is Terton 

Pemalingpa, (1450-1521). The tertonpa tradition belongs to 

the Nyingpa school of the Mahayana branch. The Nyingma 

school claims to have preserved the exact teachings of the 

Guru by a 
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re-discovery of texts hidden intentionally by Guru Padma 

Sambhava for the benefit of the future generations. These 

treasure revealers, tertonpas (ter=treasure, ton=to reveal 

or discover), were predestined and chosen by the great 

master himself. There have been hundreds of tertonpas and 

more are destined to come in the future. But of the 

numerous tertonpas, five are considered greater tertonpas 

and Pemalingpa, the only one born in Bhutan, belongs to this 

select group. 

During the 1 4 0 0 ~ ~  when Bhutan experienced an influx of 

Drukpa teachers £rom Druk Ralung in Tibet, in the East the 

first indegenious Bhutanese saint was born. Pemalingpa was 

born in the Tang valley of Bumtha in 1450 to Dondup Zangpo 

of the Ngoe clan and Sonam Pelzom. The birth of Pemalingpa 

was predicted by the Guru in the 8th century in Tibet. As a 

child he was named Penjore and was raised by a relative, who 

was a blacksmith by profession. His mother could not suckle 

him after the birth of another child following Pemalingpa. 

It was here that he learned and excelled in the art of 

blacksmith. At the age of seventeen Pemalingpa recovered 

certain termas (treasures) f rom the Mebar tso ("burning 

laken) in Burntha, thus fulf illing the Guru ' s prophesy in the 

Padma Thayig, 

One called O-rgyan Padma Gling-pa will come forth; 
And the treasure-hoard hidden a t  the Burning Lake will 
be removed. 



Having revealed the s i g n  t h a t  i t  is not to be l e f t ,  but 
extracted. l 5  

Pemalingpa went on to reveal many such termas in Bhutan 

and the Southern regions of Tibet. Due to the benefit of 

such sacred termas that he re-discovered, and various 

teachings and blessings, Pemalingpa's legacy is preserved 

today in the form of the many sacred dances that were 

revealed to him in his dreams and visions. These dances are 

held in great reverence and performed in al1 the annual 

festivals of Bhutan. Another important legacy of the 

Pemalingpa lies in the numerous noble families of Eastern 

Bhutan. Pemalingpa himself was born into the "NgoeN clan 

which had spread £rom Tibet. The families started by his 

sons were to move throughout Eastern Bhutan and even gain 

precedence over al1 other clans. Of the number of the 

P a l i n g  (Pemalingpa) families in Eastern Bhutan, two were 

more prominently than the others,- the Tamshing Choeji, 

started by his son Dawa Gyaltsen; and the Khouchung Choeji 

started by another son, Khedrup Kunga Wangpo. Two families 

branched out of the Khouchung family, Dungkhar Choeji and 

Kheri Choeji. Of the two, Dungkahr Choeji was to later 

produce the future kings of Bhutan. Jigme Namgyal was born 

in 1825 into the family of Dungkhar Choeji. 

Buddhism is the way of life for the people of Bhutan. 

The two greatest figures of the religion, the Buddha and the 

- =  Aris, P. 161. 
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second Buddha, Guru Padma Sarnbhava, are on the lips of every 

second Bhutanese. Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal is another name 

that is uttered everyday, in every aspect of life in Bhutan, 

whether in dispensing secular and official duties or even at 

grace before a meal. Ngawang Namgyal, or Shabdrung as he is 

better known, in Bhutan, is r~membered not only for the 

establishment of the Drukpa school in Bhutan but also for 

unifying the whole country- He gave it its name and 

established its ecclesiastical and secular orders. Further, 

he gave the country an administrative body for the first 

time and a c o d e  of law. Because of these achievements, one  

can surely Say that Ngawang Namgyal found Bhutan i n  

fragments, and by the end of his life, l e f t  it as an united 

nation. A physical evidence of his legacy that can be seen 

are the various dzongs scattered over the valleys and ridges 

of the country. 

Ngawang Namgyal was born in 1594 in Tibet, as the 18th 

hereditary prince abbot of the Drukpa school in Ralung. 

From a very young age he was trained and groomed, first by 

his grandfather and later by his father. A few years after 

his birth, he was recognized as the reincarnation of Kunkhen 

Pema Karpo, the greatest of the Drukpa scholars. He, Pema 

Karpo was acknowledged as the reincarnate of the founder of 

the school, Tsangpa Gyarey Yeshi. Ngawang Namgyal was 

therefore, not only the prince abbot of Ralung, but also the 

right heir of the Drukpa hierarchs. When he was eight years 
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old he was installed on the throne of Druk by his 

grandfather. Trouble started when a rival, claiming to be 

the reincarnation of Kunkhen Pema Karpo, appeared in the 

form of one Pagsam Wangpo. He was supported by the powerful 

governor of the province, Tsang desi Phuntsho Namgyal. 

The problem was never successfully resolved and by the 

time Ngawang Namgyal was nineteen years of age, he found 

hirnself at a disadvantage over the reincarnation dispute. 

He had appealed several tirnes to the Tsang Desi for a fair 

judgement. But the desi openly showed his support for 

Pagsam Wangpo after an unfortunate event over a brawl 

between the Shabdrung's followers and Karmapa monks. This 

occured during the crossing the Tsangpo river. The fight 

resulted in the death of one Karmapa lama. Al1 of Ngawang 

Namgyalts pleas to the desi fell on deaf ears. The last 

straw was when the desi demanded the Drukpa relic, Rangjung  

Khasarpani , f rom Ngawang Namgyal . Rangjung Khasarpani was a 

self-created image of Avaloketeshwari, that appeared on a 

bone (vetebra) of Tsangpa Gyarey Yeshi. It was not only 

sacred but also the main treasure of the Drukpa school. The 

demand for this invaluable Drukpa relic by the governor of 

Tsang was seen by Ngawang Namgyal as a direct assault on the 

daim that he was the incarnation of Kunkhen Pema Karpo. 

Ngawang Namgyal at this time also realized that it was no 

longer safe for him to remain long in Tibet. He decided to 

leave his home and his ancestral seat of Ralung. 
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It was at this time that the Goddess Mahakali, the 

chief  protective deity of the Drukpa school, appeared in his 

dream and offered him the Southern land of Bhutan. He 

dreamed that he followed the flight of a raven over to a 

certain valley which he later recognized to be the Pangri 

Zampa monastery in the Thimphu ~alley.'~ A more tangible 

welcome came in the form of a letter £ r o m  the Wobtsho lama 

of Gasa, Bhutan, who had written earlier that Ngawang 

Namgyal should leave Ralung and travel to Bhutan as their 

spiritual leader, The country at the time did not have such 

a ruler. Eventually Ngawang Namgyal accepted the offer. In 

1616, he found himself following in the footsteps of his 

forefathers and of so many other Tibetan princes and saints. 

The Wobtsho lama met him at the border with a large military 

force, probably equipped just in case the Tsang desi should 

send an army after Ngawang Namgyal. 

Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal was welcomed in Western 

Bhutan by the powerful families of nobility, descendents of 

Phajo Drugom and Drukpa Kunlay. Although the Shabdrung had 

left his homeland, his troubles were not over. Soon after 

his escape his rivals took control of the Drukpa 

monasteries. They even sent an army to Bhutan after the 

Shabdrung. With the support of the powerful Drukpa families 

and the monk generals, Shabdrung was to triumph over the 

obstacles and al1 Tibetan expeditions were checked, but not 

- - 
Aris, P. 2 0 9 .  



4 5 

eliminated. The first few years of his exile in Bhutan, he 

devoted himself to unifying the various loyal Drukpa 

families. He also devoted himself to opposing, not only the 

Tibetan invasions, but oppositions from the united force of 

Eive lamas in Bhutan, whose security and following seemed to 

be threatened with the expanding Drukpa school. The cause 

of the desi was taken by his son after the former's death. 

This was soon checked within Tibet itself, as the entire 

country fell into the hands of the strong Gelugpa school 

under the fifth Dalai Lama and supported by the Mongols. 

The Tibetan forces that attemped to bring Bhutan under their 

control were now the Gelugpas forces and no longer the 

Drukpas under the Tsang desi. 

In 1644, Bhutan was attacked for the first and the last 

time by the Gelugpa forces of Tibet, along with the Mongols. 

The invading force was defeated, and the Bhutanese, 

"... shattered the myth of an invincible Mongol army 
and, in the future, Mongols were unwilling to fight in 
the humid Southern regionsl1. l7 

By this time the Shabdrung had probably eliminated the rival 

Lamas in Bhutan, as they did not seem to have supported the 

Gelugpa army. If they had, it could have created a serious 

diversion to the Drukpa forces under the Shabdrung. Whether 

or not the Shabdrung personally led his monk warriors into 

battle is not clear but most of his monk generals came £rom 

the loyal Drukpa families. There are still stories told of 
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Shabdrungls use of his super natural powers and black rnagic 

to eliminate an entire enemy army. 

Credit goes to the Shabdrung for the constructions of 

the imposing fortresses, or dzongs, throughout Bhutan. He 

is also responsible for the creation of the central 

administrative body of the country and for initiating the 

dual system of Goverment, by dispensing the secular and 

religious functions to reliable but subordinate officers 

during the period of his seclusion. Herein lay the origin 

of the unique Bhutanese system of administration. 

In 1651, the Shabdrung went into his final retreat in 

Punakha dzong, after appointing both the secular and 

religious heads, the three Chilas (Head lamas, who later 

came to be known as "penlopstl) of Trongsa, Paro and Daga, 

the dzongpons of the Western dzongs and a central Droenyer, 

who functioned as the chief of protocol. The Shabdrung 

never came out of his seclusion. It is generally assumed 

that his death took place while in retreat. The most 

amazing feature of Bhutanese history is the story of how the 

Shabdrungls demise was kept a state secret for more than 

fifty years. During that period, everything was done in the 

name of the Shabdrung yet few knew whether he was alive or 

reincarnated. Some are of the opinion that such a 

precaution was necessary to Save the newly-found Drukpa 

state £rom another Tibetan campaign. If the death of the 

one and only dynamic ruler was disclosed it might have led 
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to disaster. Granted, such a precautionary measure made 

sense in such a delicate situation, but more than fifty 

years is difficult to fathom. Who were they trying to fool- 

the Tibetans or their own people? No satisfactory 

explanation has been offered, but the peace loving devout 

people seem to have accepted the situation at face value. 

Other than the fact that circurnstances demanded such a 

secret , there alrnos t appears , as Michael Aris sugges ts , a 

"conspiracy of silenceM. 18 

After the death of the Shabdrung Ngawang Namgyal, the 

country and the government deteriorated with every 

generation until it plunged into a state of anarchy and 

civil strife in the 18th and 19th centuries. For almost two 

centuries, Bhutan was unable to produce a leader who was 

capable of steering the country out of the chaos and 

confusion and provide a stable government and economy. The 

subsequent reincarnates of the Shabdrung could not rneasure 

up to the greatness of Ngawang Namgyal. Worse, if they did 

show promise, they invariably became pawns in the hands of 

the desis and penlops, who manipulated the whole situation 

for their own selfish gain and power. The reincarnation of 

the Shabdrung in more than one person, the Mind, Body and 

the Verbal incarnation, made matters even worse. Soon the 

Dharma Raja (the title of the Shabdrung as the British knew 

it, Dharmazreligion and raja=king, thus king of religion) 



became a puppet in the hands of the powerful penlops and 

dzongpons. When the entire Eastern region was united by 

Jigme Namgyal and brought under the authority of the Trongsa 

penlop, the rivalry shifted between Trongsa and Paro 

penlops . 

Meanwhile the dzongpons of Punakha, Wangdu and Thimphu 

continued in their no win struggle of power politics. 

Although their civil wars were no more than little 

skirmishes, not even worthy of the name Iwar1, British 

eyewitness (Turner 1783) accounts suggest that one or two 

people were killed after days of fighting. Yet it is almost 

shocking to note the number of assasinations that occurred. 

It appears that more people were assasinated because of 

rivalry, than killed in the so-called civil wars. The 

Shabdrung did not live long enough to instill a feeling of 

national unity, although he unified the physical boundary of 

the country. Their lack of unity can be seen till the last 

days of the war of 1864-65, 

The bold escapades of the Bhutanese into British Indian 

territories prove without a doubt the lack of a strong 

authority in the centre. Whether or not the Bhutanese were 

at fault in these raids is a matter for speculation in the 

absence of Bhutanese record. It does indicate that the 

central authorities had little control over their owri 

subordinates at the border. Their lack of interest in the 

affairs in the South may be due to their own realization 
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that they did not expect to remain in power for long. In 

al1 probability they made the best of what they could lay 

their hands on. The Dooars were too distant for them to get 

involved. The British were probably right, as the Bhutanese 

officers definitely showed short sightedness in their 

administrative policy. It may not be fair for modern 

historians to lay the blame entirely on the leaders of the 

time, as it was evident that they were dragged into 

situations and swayed by forces that were beyond their 

control. 

For centuries the Bhutanese were spared the problem of 

having to defend their country £rom a foreign invasion. If 

the Tibetan forces came to Bhutan it was more so after the 

Shabdrung and his claims in Tibet. Perhaps they atternpted 

to bring the Bhutanese under the fold of the gelugpa school 

under the F i f t h  Dalai Lama. But never once did the people 

of Bhutan have to rally together for the cause of the 

independence of their country. Both the Sindha raja of 

legendary Bhutan and the Shabdrung were pursued by their old 

and traditional rivals outside of Bhutan. 

The lack of political unity in Bhutan is obvious. 

There seems to have been a few factors in Bhutanese society 

that played a predominant role in shaping the attitude and 

mentality of the people, namely geography and education. 

Although it has been emphasized before, of the importance of 

Bhutan's mountains in protecting the country's sovereignity, 



it may have also proved to be a disadvantage. The lack of 

uniformity among the people of Bhutan can be attributed to 

the lack of interna1 communication. The difficult mountain 

terrains proved to be a serious challenge for any effective 

communication and control throughout the entire country. 

Under such circumstances, there seerns to have only been an 

insignificant control from the centre and a lukewarm 

alligiance from its people to the central government and her 

political leaders. In that case how much unity could there 

have been in Punakha in 1864? 

Jigme Namgyal represented the interests of Trongsa. 

This is obvious £rom the hard bargain he drove with the 

British for the return of the Assam Dooars, which would 

only benefit the government of Trongsa. Conversely, there 

was no unity among the Western Officers. Political disunity 

may have been one of the major problems of the time. 

Literacy in 19th century Bhutan is another debatable 

issue. Education was limited only to monks and study on 

Buddhism. Although many, both monks and laymen, seem to 

have travelled to Tibet and to the monasteries in Bhutan for 

learning, there is little indication of any other form of 

education. The majority of the people were peasants, who 

toiled in their fields and had very little to do with the 

politics of the nation. Employment of laymen in the courts 

depended on their physical strength and presence of mind. A 

little knowledge of reading and writing may have been a 



great asset. Eventually, it was these men who rose to 

prominence through sheer hardwork and their practical 

knowledge of court life. 

Another feature in the Bhutanese political scene was 

the extent to which the monks were involved in politics and 

even in war. Right £rom her early history, there were monk 

generals and monk statesmen. There appears a definite 

decline of educated monk politicians after the Shabdrungrs 

demise. At the same time there was a gradua1 increase in 

the rise of ambitious laymen, (not necessarily educated). 

It may have been during this transitional phase that the 

country witnessed numerous civil wars and much anarchy. 

Much of the anarchy in the country at the time can be 

safely attributed to inefficient leadership. This 

incornpetence was due to lack of education, exposure and 

experience in practical foreign relations. Diplornatic and 

foreign relations were things that the Bhutanese experienced 

probably for the first tirne when they faced the British. 

Their earlier relations with their neighbouring States were 

based more on spiritual lines. Bhutan seems to have existed 

for centuries in a self-contained world of its own. The few 

military expeditions £rom Tibet had been successfully 

checked. She shared cordial and friendly relations with the 

rajas of Nepal, Sikkim, Cooch Bihar and Assam, as none of 

them had attempted to impose their policies upon her. Al1 

these years of uninterrupted socio-political life, governed 
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by the principles of Buddhism seem to have created a sense 

of superiority in the people, an obliviousness to 

international developments and British imperialism. 



THREE . 
JIGME NAMGYAL'S FAMILY ORIGIN AND EARLY CAREER. 

Jigme Namgyal was destined to play a significant role 

in the political unification of Bhutan. He came frorn the 

respected Ngoe clan and was also a direct descendant of the 

celebrated treasure-revealer, Terton Pemalingpa. The great 

treasure discoverer himself was born into the I1Ngoe clanf1 in 

Bumtha, Central Bhutan in the Iron Dog Year, 1 4 5 0 .  A. D. - 

The "Ngoe clanN claims divine origin, starting in ancient 

Tibet and gradually spreading to Bhutan. It was into this 

legendary branch of celestial origin that terton Pemalingpa 

and Jigme Namgyal were Sorn. Of the many tertonpas, or 

treasure revealers, prophesied by Guru Padma Sambhava, £ive 

are considered greater terioripas. Pemalingpa, the only one 

born in Bhutan. belonged to this select group. 

The man responsible for the spread of the l1NgoeU r i g  or 

clan, in Bhutan was Gyalwa Lhanangpa, a seventeenth 

generation member of the original clan £rom Tibet. It is 

believed that in ancient Tibet a divine looking boy appeared 

out of the sky. This young man is said to have made his 

entrance into the world, not through the natural human 

process, but came riding on the Jachung or the mythical 

1 Nado, Lopon: DRUK KARPO, p. 72. English Edition not 

published. (Druk Karpo, "The White Drauon: The Nature of 
relhion and State in the Kinadom of Bhutan) . Tharpaling 
and New Delhi, 1986. 



Garuda. According to Buddhist belief such a boy could not 

have been anything but the incarnation of a deity. By 

appearance, too, he was extraordinarily good looking, clean 

and radiant. The people asked him where he had come £rom 

and the boy pointed up to the sky. Promptly the people 

assumed that he had descended £rom the heavens and asked him 

to be their lord and their king. 

Due to long term inter-mingling with the ordinary 

people the boy began to lose his divine appearance and his 

radiance and even began to show signs of madness. That is 

how his descents came to be known as "Ngoe rigw or the mad 

clan/group. INgoe1 is mad and 'Rigi is group or clan. His 

descendants continued to live in Lhasa and the city got its 

name, Lha is God and Sa is land, therefore the "land of the 

Gods " . 2 

After sixteen generations of the I1Ngoe rigs" came 'Ngoe 

Rigse Pell, better known as Gyalwa Lhanangpa. Lhanangpa 

settled in Bhutan around 1200 A.D. and introduced the Lhapa 

Kagyu School, a branch of the Northern Mahayana sect of 

Buddhism. Lhanangpa was a very learned man and an 

accomplished scholar and spent many years in Paro, Western 

Bhutan, converting the people there Erom their original 

2 Dasho Lama Sangya, Former High Court Judge and the 
author of "Druk ti odsel yi Dung rab jung su jud pa Ngoe rab 
salwai melong" A Discourse on the origin and spread of the 
Ngoe clan. (Thimphu and New Delhi, 1983). Persona1 
interview with the author in Thimphu, Bhutan at his 
residence on 8th August 1996 at 3:OO.p.m. 



"Munpa" practices and bxought them into the fold of 

3 Buddhism. Lhanangpa spread the Wgoe rig1I in Bhutan. 

Sombrang in Bumtha was the chosen place. There is a 

fascinating story of how Sombrang came to be chosen. 

While the great scholar was still sitting in Tibet he 

described to his son a place in Bhutan. The description of 

the place went as follows: 

In the East there is a swastika, 
In the south the land is shaped like a conch shell. 
In the West, the water/river is like milk and 
In the North there is a clean cut cliff. " 
Such a land was to be found in Bhutan. He further 

mentioned that if this land was indeed found, Buddhism and 

the "Ngoe rigM would both flourish. Carrying al1 the 

religious items, Lhanangpa's son travelled south to Bhutan 

and finally found his fatherls place of destiny, Sombrang. 

This was the beginning of the spread of the "Ngoe rigu in 

Bhutan. Today almost al1 the noble families have their 

origin in this branch that Lhanangpa established in Bhutan. 

Lhanangpats son who came to Bhutan was called Tashi 

Singye and lived al1 his life in Sombrang. The famous 

Pemalingpals father, Dondup Zangpo, was born to Nima after 

four generations of the Sombrang family. For some reason, 

' Nado, Lopon, p. 7 0 .  Munpa was the then religion of 
the people of Bhutan. The religion was based on animal 
worship and it involved blood sacrificial rituafs and 
ceremonies after the death of a man. 

4 Dasho Lama Sanga., from the persona1 interview with 
the author. He also cornes £rom the f a m i l y  of Sombrang 
Choe j i . 



Dondup Zangpo did not remain in Sombrang. Instead he is 

said to have relocated to another part of Bumtha, Che1 

Baridrang. It was here that he met with a certain Tsampa 

(ascetic), who was of noble origin, learned and a good 

practioneer of Buddhism, Dondup Zangpo studied under him 

and eventually married this man's daughter, Pema Dolma. s 

The famous Pemalingpa was born to Dondup Zangpo and 

Pema Dolma in 1450. As a child Pemalingpa was also known as 

Penjore. Pernalingpa himself had many children who were to 

6 start a network of P a l i n g  Dungju in Eastern Bhutan. 

Pemalingpa comrnanded his son Khedrup Kunga Wangpo to go to 

Kurtoe. Kunga Wangpo was to find a special place in Kurtoe, 

a place which lies North East of Bumtha. Thus, Kunga Wangpo 

left his family home in Tang and went in search for that 

special place in Kurtoe called Khouchung. His descendants 

When the two married the most unusual of things are 
believed to have happened. In Sornbrang seven l1tsenden gi 
dongpo1 (sandalwood) grew £rom a place where nothing was 
planted. During these auspicious days nine wonderful 
rainbows appeared together in the sky. The union of a 
yellow horse and an old mare resulted in the birth of an 
unusual horse and an egg £rom a rooster hatched nine chicks. 
Such miracles are not uncornmon in ancient, and not so 
ancient Bhutanese history. It was usually seen as a sign to 
announce the birth of an extraordinary person, an incarnate. 
Unusual signs are also believed to be witnessed before the 
death of great men. Even today people have faith in such 
miraculous signs and births. 

Paling as in Pemalingpa and 'Dungl is an honorific 
for 'bonel. It is generally believed that the child usually 
carries the noble 'bonet which he/she inherits £rom the 
father while the blood and the flesh are passed down £rom 
the mother to her children. Also see Michael Aris: Bhutan. 
The Early history of a Himalayan Kingdom (1979). 
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later came to be known as the Khouchung Choej i . ' Khedrup 

Kunga Wangpo's great grandson was responsible for the 

establishment of the Dungkhar Choeji family. Five 

generations later the two popular brothers, Pila Gonpo 

Wangyal and Pala Gyaltsen, were born into the Dungkhar 

Choeji family. It was into this family that Jigrne Namgyal 

was born as the third son to Pila Gonpo Wangyal. 

Pila Gonpo Wangyal studied in Gangtey and even spent 

many years in Lhalung, Tibet under Tenpai Gyaltsen. Pila 

and his brother were both intelligent and physically very 

big men which is why they received the nickname, ghe 

("giant") . 8 After his return £rom service in Punakha, Pila 

married a lady called Sonam Pelzom, £rom Kurtoe Jhangshar. 

From this marriage they had £ive children, Dorji, Dungkhar 

Gyaltsen, Jigme Nzmgyal and Tshering Dolma and Y~don.~ 

Jigme Namgyal was born in 1825, the Fernale Bird year of 

the Tibetan calendar." Some believe that Jigme Namgyal was 

born in another house a little away £rom the main house at a 

place called Khoetangbi. As a boy he was also known as 

Samdrup. Nothing much of his youth is known. But when he 

was about eighteen his life took a drmatic change. What 

7 Nado, Lopon, p. 74 .  

9 Tsewang, Lopon Padma: The Historv of Bhutan, (New 
Delhi and Thimphu, 1994). p. 480. 

- - 
" Ibid.. p .  481. 
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has survived £rom his Dungkhar days is the story of the now 

famous dream that Jigme Namgyal was supposed to have had. 

The exact dream, however, is not known or even recorded but 

the story has been passed d o m  through the oral tradition. 

It is said that Jigme Namgyal dreamed of a man who appeared 

and told him that if he went towards Bumtha and Mangde, he 

would find the work that he had left undone in his previous 

birth. His destiny lay in the service of the penlop in 

Trongsa dzong. Such was the farnous dream that was to change 

Jigme Namgyalls life completely. 

Jigme Namgyal did not stay in Dungkhar for long after 

having such a dream. He decided that he would go to Trongsa 

either to become a successful garopa or to become a monk in 

the Dzong. He made a wish while planting a tree in 

Dungkhar, that after leaving home for Trongsa, if he was 

destined to become a silccessful garopa or a monk, t h e n  may 

his tree grow well and healthy. May the tree die if he was 

not destined to be successful in Trongsa. This tree is 
. - 

still to be found in Dungkhar.-- 

He travelled Westward and reached the Naro Gupls house 

in Bumtha. The Naro Gup was not a nominateà Gup (village 

headman), like today, but was a hereditary gup of an 

established and relatively good family. Jigme Namgyal broke 

his journey and spent some three to four months at this Naro 

Gupls house looking after his sheep and cattle. 

. - - - 
Dzsho Lama Sângya. , f rorn personcl in te rv iew.  
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There is an interesting tale of how later, when Jigme 

Namgyal was living in the palace of Wangduecholing in 

Bumtha, the Naro Gup came to pay him his respect. Jigme 

Namgyal, in good humour, asked him if their old stew bowl 

was still in his house, obviously remembering his old 

humble and struggling days. Jigme Namgyal, still determined 

to pursue his dream soon took leave of his host and master 

and headed for Trongsa. He told his host that he would not 

sit still without at least going to Trongsa once to see 

whether or not his dream couid corne truc.'* 

Jigme Namgyalls early life sounds like a fairy tale, 

almost fictional, yet it would be unfair to wave it aside as 

unimportant. It does tell rnuch about the society of the 

time and the struggles of an individual in pursuit of a 

dream and a fortune. Many folktales of Bhutan have a 

similar theme of young men travelling to another place and 

living away £rom home and family. For a nurnber of years 

these young men lived the disciplined life of an unordained 

monk in the service of the courts- There are numerous 

stories that tell of these young men longing for home and 

loved ones. Others tell of the journeys of young men to 

places where learned men of religion lived, sometime 

spending years under these masters offering their services 

in exchange for religious education. Jigme Namgyalrs 

travels to Bumtha and Trongsa, therefore are nothing 

- - 
-'Dasho Lama Sangyâ; £rom personal interview. 



unusual. Though what he eventually achieved would 

definitely be considered extraordinary. 

On his way £rom Bumtha he met with a certain Buli Lama, 

Dorji. The Lama found Jigme Narngyal to be a smart, bright 

and an intelligent young man. He asked Jigrne Namgyal to 

serve him. In exchange, the lama would educate him in the 

Buddhist doctrine. But Jigrne Namgyal could not be tempted 

and insisted that his future was in Trongsa. The lama then 

offered him his servant Dondup, a horse and enough supplies 

to see them through to Trongsa. The true identity of this 

lama is not known. Although this incident appears to be 

nothing out of the ordinary, but just an encounter with a 

kind and generous man, some Bhutanese are of the opinion 

that he was no ordinary wandering holy man, but Jigme 

Namgyaïls spiritual Guru in the guise of an ordinary human, 

sent to aid him on his way to the court of Trongsa. If the 

notion that Jigme Namgyal was a man of destiny is to be 

believed then probably this was no chance meeting. Whether 

a fact or a myth, there seems to be no other version to the 

story of Jigme Namgyalls travels to Trongsa. The story of 

his struggling days tending to cattle and the generous aid 

of the Buli lama are widely accepted by all. 

Jigme Namgyal finally reached Tr~ngsa around 1843. In 

Trongsa, Jigme Namgyal found his master, the Trongsa penlop, 

(Governor of Trongsa), Tamshing Choeji Ugyen Phuntsho, 

practising archery. His escort pointed out the penlop for 



him. Jigme Nangyal, in the time honoured fashion, 

immediately threw himself at the penlopts feet and 

prostrated three times before him. Ugyen Phuntsho placed 

his hand on Jigme Namgyalts head as a gesture of blessing 

and in the traditional Bhutanese manner asked his name, 

where he was £rom and who his father was. He replied that 

his name was Jigrne Namgyal, that he was from Dungkhar and 

his father was Gonpo Pila Wangyal. The introduction 

immediately reminded the penlop of a prediction that had 

been made about the coming of such a young man £rom the 

East. 

It had indeed been prophesied that after the tenure of 

Ugyen Phuntsho, Trongsa would benefit greatly by the 

association of a zimpon or a droenyer called Jigme and a new 

penlop called Dorji. The coming of Jigme Namgyal to the 

court of Ugyen Phuntsho seems to have completed the first 

part of the prediction. Ugyen Phuntsho seerns to have 

believed at once that Jigme Namgyal was 'the mant of the 

lamar s prediction. 

The prophesy had been made by a very learned Tibetan 

lama, Jangchub Tsondrue, who had been invited by the ailing 

penlop. The prediction was made during a visit to Trongsa. 

To the modern Western rnind, the impulsive act of the penlop 

in his belief that Jigme Namgyal was the young man that his 

Lama predicted would fa11 under scrutiny. The British, too 

had difficulty understanding the whole procedure involved in 



the recognition of the newly incarnated Dharma rajas, (the 

spiritual head) . The lama apparently gave details of Jigrne 

Namgyalls family background as belonging to the ItNgoe rigl', 

and the descent of Gyalwa Lhanangpa and the great Terton 

Pemalingpa. In the Buddhist or Lamaist way of life such 

predictions and recognition of reincarnates are nothing new 

though it may intrigue the Western mind of the logic and the 

accuracy of such a prediction. 

In the meantime, the penlop had in his service a very 

intelligent and promising young man of high birth called 

Wangchen Dorji. He was a direct descendant of Terton 

Dorjilingpa, (another treasure revealer who lived for a 

while in Bhutan), who also started his career ir, the court 

of the Trongsa penlop as a garopa. Later this Wangchen 

Dorji became the next Trongsa penlop after the retirement of 

Ugyen Phuntsho. Wangchen Dorji assumed the penlopship of 

Trongsa under a new name, Tshoki Dorji. 13 

Whether Jigrne Namgyal was employed on the strength of 

the lama's prediction alone is not known. Jigme Namgyal 

certainly did not receive any attention, special favour or 

training. On the other hand, young men were employed in the 

service of the courts on their physical strength and Jigme 

Namgyal certainly had plenty. Jigrne Namgyal seems to have 

survived the formative years of his service in Trongsa 

l3 ~ado, Lopon: DRUK KARPO. P. 7 5 - 7 6 .  
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purely on the physical strength, endurance and unfailing 

attendance on his master. 

In the custoniary manner, Jigme Namgyal started his 

career in the court of Trongsa at the lowest level, that of 

a garopa, (common retainer) , This was a tougb position to 

start even for a man of destiny. But that starting point 

for future leaders in Bhutan was a social condition. Any 

young man would have started a career from this position or 

level . 
Although there is no doubt about his starting as a 

common retainer, there is another interesting story of his 

meeting with the 'master of his destinyl. According to this 

version, Jigme Namgyal, alone and new, is believed to have 

stumbled into the court kitchen. There he was given the 

responsibility of pounding dry red chilies for the penlopls 

rnorning meal. It was not long before Ugyen Phuntsho noticed 

Jigme Namgyalls work. On being presented before the penlop, 

he found Jigme Namgyal possessing the qualities and the mark 

of a man of noble birth. After a brief interview, the 

penlop employed him as his garopa. Jigme Namgyal was a very 

efficient man and his quick rise from that of a garopa to a 

zinkaff, (superintendent of the garopas) , would have been 

the envy of every man in the court. 1 4  

14 Tsewang, Lopon Padma., Former Director of the 
NAtional Library and the author of The History of Bhutanm. 
Persona1 interview with the author at his residence in 
Thimphu on 3rd September 1996 at 10:OO a.m. 
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Jiq-me Namgyal w a s  of average height and dark skinned. 

No photographs of him have survived, if any had been taken 

by the British. But when the British, under Ashley Eden, 

came to Bhutan during Jigme Narngyaïs' time, the political 

situation and the unfriendly reception would have hardly 

given the British the reason nor the inclination to 

photograph Jigme Namgyal. The British found him solely 

responsible for the failure of the mission due to his 

stubborn antagonism. Except for the complexion, his son, 

Sir Ugyen Wangchuk is believed to bare a remarkable 

resemblance to his f ather . 
Physically Jigme Namgyal had a very athletic appearance 

and was very well known for his enormous physical strength. 

Throughout his struggling days he proved himself to be 

invincible. Jigme Namgyal was, and still is, popularly 

known as Deb Nagpo or the "black regentn.15 It was Jigme 

Namgyais' lama Jangchub Tsondrue, who advised him to Wear 

black clothes to ward off evil. Therefore, whenever Jigme 

Namgyal was on an important mission, he rode his black 

horse, wore black clothes, a black hat and black shoes. 

Even his attendant, probably his persona1 servant would be 

dressed like the master, in black. 

1s Aris, Michael: THE RAVEN CROWN: The Oriains of 
Buddhist Monarchv in Bhutan. (Serindia Publications, 
London. 1994). p. 51. 
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Jigme Namgyal, however, did not have a basic education 

in his youth. He left home as a young boy. Even before 

that there are no accounts of him being tutored under a 

master, or travelling to Tibet for education like his 

father. Some of his personal handiworks, sculptures and 

paintings have survived. Probably, he was skilled in the 

field but he was only able to learn Buddhist philosophy 

later under his Tsawai Lama (l8Root Guru/teacherN) Lama 

Jangchub Tsondrue. It was probably Jigme Namgyalts 

determination in both politics and learning that led his 

lama to comment that Jigme Namgyal had al1 the qualities and 

the makings of another Milarepa, the famous Buddhist 

ascetic. 16 

Because of his hard work and his excellent services, 

Jigme Namgyal was given the responsibilities of whatever 

important job there was to be done, whether it was the 

preparation of the annual rituals in Kurje or the festivals 

in Jakar Dzong. Very soon he was made Trongsa Tsongpon, or 

the "trade master" of the commercial activities between 

Trongsa and Jakar with Tibet. 

While he was serving in the capacity of Trongsa 

Tsongpon, he met the wornan who was destined to be his future 

wife. Pema Chuki was the daughter of penlop Ugyen Phuntsho, 

who at the time was visitinq her brother, the Lhalung 

Sungtrul (the verbal incarnation of the head lama of 

' O    as ho Lama Sangya., £rom persona1 interview. 



Lhalung) Kungzang Tenpai Nima. In 1848 Jigme Namgyal was 
. -, 

promoted to the rank of Trongsa Zimpon.-' 

Jigme Namgyal's first encounter with the Western 

officers occurred when he was functioning as the Trongsa 

zimpon, (aid to the Trongsa penlop). While he was Trongsa 

zimpon, it was time again for Trongsa and the Eastern 

Dzongkhags under its jurisdiction to supply timber to 

Punakha for various renovation works of the Dzongs and 

palaces of Western Bhutan. The West had many Dzongs and 

palaces that required timber for its renovation but always 

faced a tirber shortage. It had been a practice for the 

East to supply them. This time the demand came when Jigme 

Namgyal was in charge. Somehow the Western lords in the 

past had had their way about getting their supply of lumber. 

In the bargain the East ended up providing more than they 

otherwise should have. But Jigme Namgyal took extra care 

and left no room for complaints. His persona1 supervision 

saved much extra labour and timber." 

This incident may have been the first friction between 

Jigme Namgyal and the Western officers. It was resolved 

only after his death. If the above account of his encounter 

with the West is to believed, then it does appear that Jigme 

Namgyal and his future opponents started off on the wrong 

17 Tsewang, Lopon Padma: The Historv of Bhutan. p 482. 

- - 
"Lopon Padma Tsewang., :rom persona1 interview w i ~ h  

the author. 
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foot. It would take a lifetime to correct this discrepency. 

In the absence of Bhutanese record, it is difficult to know 

whether or not this was the first tirne friction occured. 

But Jigrne Namgyal never won the love and confidence of his 

contemporaries in the West. At the time, who would have 

been able to tell that an ordinary stubborn Trongsa zimpon 

would eventually control more than their supply of timber? 

After the completion of this task, Jigme Namgyal went 

home for the first time since leaving as a young man in 

search of his destiny. This urge to go home is again seen 

as a calling £rom above. Plhatever may have been his reason 

to go home or even if he had a reason, it suddenly proved 

most fruitful for him. He was to meet with a certain great 

Lama who was to have a profound influence in his life and in 

the lives of bis sons and their sons, 

Coincidently, it was at this precise time that lama 

Jangchub Tsondrue of Tibet, the same man who had made the 

predictions earlier, was giving a blessing in Lamey Gonpa, 

Bumtha. While on vacation in Dungkhar, he probably heard 

for the first time of the presence of the learned one and 

the public blessing in lamey Gonpa. After leaving Dungkhar, 

he headed for Lamey Gonpa. 

There is an amazing story of his first meeting with the 

lama who was supposed to have predicted the rise of Jigrne 

Namgyal. The validity of this incident lies in the fact 

that there were more than one witness to the scene. Learned 
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and holy men have their own way of seeing the future and 

this lama seems to have had a spiritual vision of Jigme 

Namgyalls intensions. He deliberately waited for the 

Trongsa zimpon to arrive in time for the blessings. Finally 

Jigme Namgyal and his group arrived at Lamey Gonpa. The Lama 

then began the initiation. The audience understood the 

great lama's intention. 19 

Jigme Namgyal's early life and career seems shrouded in 

mystery and mysticism. There are numerous incidents that 

make him appear more than an ordinary hurnan. With no 

written sources and the popularity of such stories, it is 

impossible to separate the mortal man £rom the super hero 

image of this incredible leader. 

By al1 rneans Jigrne Namgyalls meeting with this lama 

could have been a simple chance meeting. Instead, what 

makes it so fascinating, is that it was the same lama who 

first predicted Jigme Namgyal's corning to Trongsa then 

followed by this unusual incident at Lamey Gonpa. His 

lifetime of close association with Jigme Namgyal does make 

it appear that the two had a special bon? that transcended a 

lifetime. Through al1 his bloody campaigns, Jigme Namgyal 

seems to have maintained a deep devotion for the lama. Lama 

Jangchub Tsondrue provided him with invaluable guidance, 

both spiritual and political. 

19 Lopon Padma Tsewang., £rom persona1 interview. 
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Lama Jangchub Tsondrue, who acted as Jigme Namgyal's 

religious and political philosopher, was £rom Tsang Woengen, 

Tibet. Their close association and the lama's persona1 love 

and attention for Jigme Namgyal led mazy people to believe 

that the two of them had a karmic connection £rom their 

previous lives. Although his earlier visit to Bhutan had 

been at the invitation of Ugyen Phuntsho, he seems to have 

made the next visit on his own. Others believe that he was 

in Bumtha performing 'Tse-drupl, (prayers for long life) for 

the then Dalai Lama of Tibet, Gyalwa Khedrup Gyamtsho. 

While in Bumtha, the lama visited Lamey Gonpa where he was 

requested by the local people to give a public blessing. 

There appeared to be a strange force working towards 

bringing the two together. The lama had many influential 

disciples in Bhutan like the Trongsa penlop Tshoki Dorji and 

his son Tsondrue Gyaltsen and the ex-Trongsa penlop Ugyen 

Phuntsho. But he devoted both his teachings and persona1 

attention to Jigme Namgyal. 2 O 

Jigme Namgyalls meeting with the lama was interrupted 

by a minor upheaval in the East and the penlop dispatched 

him to quel1 the uprising. The oppressive dzongpons were 

brought under control. Peace and order returned to the 

region. Imrnediately after this short campaign to the east 

was over, Jigme Namgyal once again sought out Lama Jangchub 

Tsondrue. This time he invited the lama to Trongsa and 

2 O Lopon Padma Tsewang., £rom persona1 interview. 
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requested him to predict the future of Trongsa and Bhutan 

and the necessary precautions to be taken to avert any major 

calamities. The lama then commanded Jigme Nangyal to 

perform the recitation of the MDechog's Knenpau ten million 

times. In Trongsa he should construct the 'Dechog Statueu 

or the Ideity  amv vara'^^ facing the West. If Jigrne Namgyal 

could do this, not only Trongsa, but the whole country would 

benefit and his son and their sons would later rule as kings 

of Bhutan. Al1 these necessary precautions were aimed at 

bringing better CO-operation among the leaders of Bhutan. 

But the roughest part of Jigme Namgyal's career was 

just about to begin. Jigme Namgyal's first trip to the West 

in 1849 was the beginning of a nurnber of campaigns that he 

would lead in that direction. In the West, the political 

situation was slowly unfolding itself. More and more it 

began to look towards Trongsa for military aid and 

mediation. It was obvious that the political scene in the 

West was spreading to engulf the East and Trongsa could no 

longer remain her cornplacent self. Thus far, Trongsa played 

little part in the feuds of the West. But the scene was 

fast changing and many political players in the west began 

to look towards Trongsa as a formidable power and sought her 

as an ally. 

2 '  Aris Michael: THE RAVEN CROWN. The oriains of 
Buddhist Monarchv in Bhutan. p. 53. 
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During the term of desi Tashi Dorji (1838-1849), when 

he ruled jointly with desi Dorji Norbu, (the former died in 

1849 and the latter in 1849?1*~ the Punakha dzong had burned 

dom. The central government in 1849 summoned labour forces 

£rom al1 the dzongkhags of Bhutan for the reconstruction of 

the ruined Dzong. This brought Jigme Namgyal, aged 24, as 

Trongsa zimpon to supervise the labour force that he had 

gathered £rom the Eastern Dzongkhags. Al1 the strong men, 

(ngargays) of Bhutan, dzongpons and penlops had gathered in 

Punakha. Along with the regular renovation works, games and 

competitions, like lifting and throwing Stones, cutting wood 

and tug-of-war were held to test the physical strength of 

the Ngargays. 2 3 Even in this field Jigme Namgyal proved 

himself to be invincible. None of the other ngargays were 

able to defeat him. 

However, trouble started in Punakha that would have far 

reaching consequences for Jigme Namgyal. According to one 

version, some Western officers had conceived a plot to 

suppress the power of the Trongsa penlop and the people of 

the Eastern dzongkhags. Trongsa controlled al1 of the 

Eastern regions and the people under the penlop enjoyed a 

relatively peaceful life. The West, on the other hand, had 

seen numerous petty civil wars and there was a constant 

- - -  

2 2 Nado, Lopon : Druk K a r ~ o .  p 62. 

23 Aris: The Raven Crown .  p. 53. Also Lopon Padma 
Tsewangts, Historv of Bhutan, p. 483 .  
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scrarnble for power either for the post of the desi or the 

dzongpon. In such a situation it may not be far fetched to 

maintain that the Western lords were jealous of the power of 

the Trongsa penlop and the vast territory under him. On the 

other hand the close proximity of the Western dzongkhags 

like Punakha, Thimphu, Paro and Wangduephodrang gave rise to 

disputes and their officers could easily interfere in each 

other's affairs. Conversely Trongsa was geographically 

farther £rom these constant feuds. Their officers were also 

unable to involve Trongsa in their game of power politics, 

being cut off and beyond their reach. This gave Trongsa and 

the other regions under her the peace that she enjoyed. 

An interesting study is written about the West and 

Trongsa regions by A S .  Sinha in his book, Bhutan: Ethic 

Identitv and National D i l e m m a .  According to Sinha the West, 

especially Paro, was more exposed as it was the main port of 

entrance either from Tibet or India. The East (Trongsa) was 

isolated £ r o m  both the North and the South by a series of 

mountains, and in 

"Eastern Bhutan, one finds social control on the 
economic resources, and the kinship ties and lineage 
affiliation ~tronger".~~ 

The best show of unity of kinship and lineage affiliation 

was during the Eastern campaign in 1865 in Dewangiri. 

23 Sinha, AOC: BHUTAN: Ethnic Identitv and National 
D i l e m r n a .  (Reliance Publishing House, New Delhi. 1991) p. 
120-121. 
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In Punakha, a new proposal was made that was directly 

challenged by Jigme Namgyal. In order to avoid the future 

nuisance of recruiting labour for renovation, it was 

proposed t h a t  they should apply seven layers of shingles on 

the roof of the dzong, (the traditional number for dzongs 

was five and the commoners were permitted to apply three). 

This would thus make the roof more durable and Save much 

labour and time. But Jigme Namgyal saw this as direct 

oppression of his people, not only for the present group in 

Punakha but for the future generation. He irnmediately 

opposed their proposal. Jigme Namgyal maintained that in 

tirne this new proposa1 would become a form of taxation and 

the Eastern people could not afford to come al1 the way, 

trekking over mountains and valleys with their rations and 

face the problem of accommodation in the West. Conversely, 

t h e  people of the Western regions would face little or no 

difficulty. The distance was just a stonels throw away from 

their homes. He, therefore, suggested that they maintain 

the old tradition.25 Jigme Namgyalls stubbornness and his 

downright refusal to depart £rom what he believed was right 

is evident in two prominent cases, both of which got him 

into deep trouble. 

His bold defiance won him the wrath of the Western 

officers, who were not only insulted but also threatened. 

In their anger and jealousy, they may have read f a r  too much 

9 G 

'- Dasho lama Sangya., £ r o m  personal interview. 
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into this single rebellious act of Jigme Namgyal. They saw 

him rebel, not only against his master, Trongsa penlop 

Tshoki Dorji, (who they thought was powerless and completely 

in the hands of his zimpon), but also against the authority 

of the centre. They seem to have become al1 the more 

determined to remove, not only Jigme Namgyal, but also his 

mas ter, Tshoki D o r j  i . 
Jigme Namgyal was smart enough to understand that his 

action had won the anger of the central officers and they 

would not let him go easily. Moreover, he became aware of a 

plot to assassinate his master, Tshoki Dorji. 26 HOW such a 

plan was to be carried out was not known even to Jigme 

Namgyal, but he never let his master out of sight. There is 

no proper explanation of the real motives behind the Western 

officers detemination to assassinate Tshoki Dorji. It 

could not possibly have been due to Jigme Namgyal's 

boldness, or the excuse that the penlop had no control over 

him. Whatever the reasons there seems to have been a united 

action among the hosts to eliminate the guests in Punakha. 

A big archery game was held and Jigme Namgyal sensed 

that such an entertainment was a distraction created by his 

enemies. According to oral accounts, the conspirators had 

planned the assassination for the celebration after the 

game. The assassins had also been picked. An oral 

2 6 Aris, The Raven Crown, p 53. Also Lopon Padma 
Tsewang, The Historv of Bhutan. p. 482- ' 3  and Lopon Nado's, 
Druk Kar~o, p. 77. 
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tradition of the details of Jigme Namgyalls preparation to 

protect his master is remembered by a few. It is believed 

that he gathered a group of strong and loyal men, (probably 

from the districts under Trongsa) who had displayed their 

merchandise at the ground. He told them that he suspected 

fou1 play and a major crime. He quickly managed to gather a 

group of strong men and they followed him and the penlop 

everywhere. This created a strong circle of defence and 

tight security around the penlop. If there had been any 

plot, they were definitely unable to breakthrough the tight 

securi ty . 27 

One of the few written sources on this period has 

mentioned at great length the assassination attempt on the 

Trongsa penlop in Punakha. The accepted version of the plot 

to assassinate the Trongsa penlop was in the Puna dzong when 

he would be alone with the other central officers in the 

dzong chambers. But they could not trust Jigme Namgyal and 

tried to get him out of the way. Jigrne Namgyal was 

persuaded to leave for Trongsa ahead of the penlop to make 

preparations for the penlopts arriva1 in Trongsa. Jigrne 

Namgyal, however, refused to leave without his penlop on the 

pretext that his aging master needed him at his beck and 

cal1 . 
There is a detailed account of the scene in Punakha 

which has become a popular story. The unsuspecting penlop 

7 7 
"   as ho Lama Sangya., £rom persona1 interview. 
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was in the dzong chambers with the other lords and officers. 

It has been generally accepted that while the others were 

getting ready to strike Tshoki Dorji, Jigrne Namgyal rushed 

into the chambers and with one hand on the hilt of his sword 

and the other holding his penlop, gallantly led his master 

out of the room into safety. 28 

What differs in this popular heroic story is how Jigme 

Namgyal managed to burst into the room ready to draw his 

sword. One version maintains that Tshoki Dorji, in the 

dzong chambers was being reprimanded by the other lords over 

the insolent behaviour of his zimpon. The penlop was 

unworthy of holding such a post if he could not control the 

rash and bold act of one junior officer. Tshoki Dorji was 

supposedly standing and was "shaking with fear". 29 Jigme 

Namgyal, who was in the courtyard, outside the main chamber, 

did not trust the sincerity of the lords and officers who 

were in the room with his master. In an attempt to make 

sure of what was transpiring inside he went over the 

threshold and stood outside in a dark corner behind the 

heavy curtain, (that served as a partition) and peeped in. 

While he was listening to his master being scolded he heard 

two voices behind the door, apparently making preparations 

28 
Arist @aven Crown. p. 53 ,  Lopon Padma Tsewang, The 

Historv of Bhutan. p. 482- 3 and Lopon Nado, Druk Karno. 
77. 

P 

2 9 Aris. Raven Crown. p 53 and Lopon Padma Tsewang, 
The Historv of Bhutan. p 483. 



to strike as the penlop took leave of the other officers. 

Jigme Namgyal burst into the room and led his master out 

before the assassins knew what was happening." 

The other version tells of the conversation of the 

lords in the chanibers. Slowly they were led to a discussion 

of swords and daggers, with each officer drawing their sword 

to make comparison, with the others. The most excellent 

Y 1 swords of Bhutan are known as "Dungsam Thurmat.'- The lords 

had circled Tshoki Dorji when suddenly his zimpon entered 

the room unannounced and uninvited and led his penlop 

Tshoki Dorji was very grateful to Jigrne Namgyal for 

saving his life, an act he said that should have naturally 

fallen upon his son. He, therefore promised to make him the 

Trongsa penlop after his retirement, before his own son 

Tsondrue Gyaltsen. In 1850 Jigme Namgyal was promoted to 

Trongsa droenyer." It was in the same year that the 

dzongpons of Jakar. Lhuntsi and Shemgang were planning a 

'O Dasho Lama Sangya.. £rom persona1 interview. 

" The f mous 'Dungsam Thurmar swords came f rom the 
East and it was an excellent brand of swords. Very few are 
to be found today in Bhutan, but it is believed that the 
blade of the sword was so fine that one could actually bend 
and make a role and throw it in the air. The blade would 
actually straighten out by itself. 

3 2 Lopon Padma Tsewang., £rom personal interview. 

3 3 Tsewang, Lopon Padma: The Historv of Bhutan. p. 

483. The office of the droenyer was never quite clearly 
defined. There were droenyers in the central governrnent as 
well as in the districts, much like the zimpons. Although 
he functioned more or less at rninisterial level, his office 
would resemble that of 'Chief of Protocolt . 



rebellion and were reported to have been recruiting a force 

in Mongar. They were afso supported by the different 

regions of Trashi Yangtsi, Trashigang, Shongar and Dungsam. 

A brief background of these regions will be necessary in 

order to understand the position of these dzongkhags and the 

allegiance they owed to the centre or to Trongsa. 

Until the 1640s-1650s, the West (under the Shabdrung, 

Ngawang Namgyal) had very little political hold over Central 

and Eastern Bhutan. These regions had a socio-religious 

pattern quite different £rom the centre. The majority of 

the people of the East and the Centre belonged to the 

Nyingmapa sect of Mahayana Buddhism. The West was 

predominantly Kargue. Even before the Shabdrung came to 

Bhutan in 1616, small regions in the East supported the 

spiritual and political authority of many local lamas and 

laymen who belonged to the "Choej iN ( "religious nobilityw ) 

families who claimed divine ancestors.j4 

During the major part of the 1600s, the Shabdrung 

concentrated on consolidating his power in the West. Though 

he rnay have had plans for expanding hiç political and 

religious rule to the rest of Bhutan, he had no opportunity 

to do so. But in 1646, when the Shabdrung was about 57 

years of age,j5 a minor quarrel between two local leaders in 

3 3 Nado, Lopon., p. 45. 
- 
" Tsewang , Lopon Padma. , p. 170 .  
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t-he East provided the Shabdrung with the perfect opportunity 

to intervene. 3 6 

Minjur Tenpa, a monk and the most dynamic of the 

Trongsa penlops, was solely responsible for the first 

Eastern campaign and in bringing the Eastern chiefs under 

the rule of the Drukpas. The petty quarrels of the numerous 

chiefs in the East made them easy victims, who fell into the 

hands of the invading Drukpa forces £rom the West. However, 

nothing seems to have been done to strengthen or consolidate 

their hold in the East and in al1 probability, they went 

back to their old system of 'one valley kingsl as soon as 

the Western forces turned their backs. 

Very little of the history of the East is mentioned 

after these events of 1646 to 1656. Although the Drukpa 

army was successful in bringing the whole of the Eastern and 

Central regions under its control and dominance, they seem 

to have been more embroiled in the politics of their o m  

regions of Thimphu, Punakha, Paro and Wangdue. The people 

of the east seem to have owed their allegiance to high lamas 

and men of noble birth in their regions, as well sometimes, 

to the Trongsa penlop. This depended on the individual 

penlop and his ability to command allegiance. 

The most effective Trongsa penlop in a long time was 

Jigme Namgyal. What Minjur Tenpa and Jigme Namgyal shared 

'6 Imaeda-Francoise Pommaret: I1History of Bhutan, 
Part II 1616 - 1928". Unpublished, (Thimphu 1988), p. 41. 
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in comrnon, other than their title, was the credit for the 

unification of the East and Trongsals control of the region. 

Jigme Namgyal, however, was Trocgsa droenyer when the 

rebellion broke out in the East. He was cornmanded by his 

master, Trongsa penlop Tshoki Dorji to suppress the 

rebellion. Jigme Namgyal successfully crushed the rebellion 

and even brought the rebel dzongpons and jadrungs (Bhutanese 

officers in the South East) before the Trongsa penlop. 

After this event, the entire region East of the Pele La 

came directly under the authority of the Trongsa penlop and 

the tem, 'Sharchok Khorlo Tsip Gyet or the 'Wheel of Eight 

spokes in the East1, referring to the Wheel of Law of 

Buddhism came to be applied." This title came to be 

applied to the territory now under Trongsa, (see map 2). 

These dzongkhags were Dungsam, Shongar, Trashigang, 

Trashiyangtsi, Lhuntsi, Shemgang, Jakar and Mangde. 

With such an accomplishment, there was little doubt 

that Jigme Namgyal was the most powerful figure in Bhutan. 

Even before he became the Trongsa penlop Jigme Namyyal had 

achieved much fame and respect. His enemies felt 

intimidated by him, as he was well known for both his 

physical strength and political shrewdness. He had led a 

very successful campaign to the East and the promise of the 

governorship of Trongsa was already made to him. Within a 

- - 
" Nado, Lopon., P. 48. 
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short span of tirne he had achieved a marvellous feat. Jigme 

Namgyal was only 25 years old. 

If Jigme Namgyal thought that he and the West had seen 

the last of each other after their abortive attempt on 

Tshoki Dorji's life, he could not have been farther £rom the 

truth. H i s  problems with the West were just beginning and 

in every way the political situation there seemed to be 

beckoning him. He was to have another struggle in the West 

much like the one he had faced in the service of the Trongsa 

penlop. But there was a marked difference between his 

struggles in Trongsa and in Punakha. In the former he seems 

to have started as a servant and survived on his physical 

strength. In Punakha he would rub shoulders with equals and 

it would be a battle of wits. 

In Puriakha, the Shabdrung Jiqme Norbu , ( 1 8 3  1 - 186 1 ) , who 

wâs acting as the regent, resigned after being struck by 

smallpox and retired to Paro. Following the resignation of 

the regent, the Wangdue dzongpon, Chakpa Sangye, seized the 

throne in 1851 and became the Deb. The ex-Paro penlop, 

Tsultrim Namgyal, who was not only a strong candidate for 

Deb but was also an ally of the Thimphu dzongpon, Tsaphupa 

Tsewang, (who was killed by Chakpa Sangye), irnmediately 

asked the Trongsa penlop Tshoki Dorji for assistance to oust 

Chakpa Sangye f rom the throne . 'E 



8 2  

Jigme Namgyal was sent at the head of a large army to 

assist Tsultrim Namgyal. On this campaign, Jigme Namgyal 

was accornpanied by his brother Dungkhar Gyaltsen and cousin 

Kyitselpa Dorj i Namgyal. When the thxee brothers at the 

head of a large army reached Punakha they found that t h e  

Desi had taken shelter to the village of Norbugang, a little 

distance £rom Punakha, to avoid the smallpox epidemic. The 

three brothers had to face the desist Tapon, or horse 

master, Mikthoem, 

The story of Mikthoem may sound foreign and 

unbelievable to a Westerner. Mikthoem was £rom Tangsibi 

under Trongsa district, and was believed to have been 

miraculously impregnated by the local deity Muktsen, or 

Dorj i  Draktsel. He was borne by an unmarried young woman. 

Since he was fathered by a spirit, Mikthoem possessed 

superhuman strength and he came to be employed by Chakpa 

Sangye as his persona1 attendant, His real name is unknown 

but when he became angry, it iç believed that one could 

almost see the formation of a third eye in the centre of his 

forehead and hence he was popularly known as Mikthoem, 

( ftmik"= eye, " thoemn=come out or appear1I) . " 
When the three brothers were unable to defeat Mikthoem 

in fair combat they decided to rely on deceit and fou1 play. 

The three brothers waited one night for Miktheom in a dark, 

deserted corner and pounced on him, while he was retiring 

= c - -  Dasho Lama Szngya., from persona1 interview. 



£rom duty for the night. It was only after hours of 

struggle that they managed to kill him. While the three 

brothers took on Mikthoem, his attendant escaped to Punakha 

and alerted Chakpa Sangye s men. Jigme Namgyal and his 

two brothers managed to dodge Mikthoemls supporters 5y 

taking shelter at the Ta10 Monastery. The Shabdrung and 

Jigme Namgyal were remotely related through distant 

ancestors. The Lamats zimpon, Sonam Dhondup of Drametse. 

was the lama's relative. He had accompanied the minor 

reincarnate when he was recognized and installed as the 

Shabdrung in Punakha. However, Sonam Dondup was unable to 

give shelter to the three brothers for more than a night. 

He was afraid that Chakpa Sangye might storm the monastery. 

The next morning the three brothers made their escape. 

escorted by sixty zinkaffs provided by Sonam Dondup. They 

travelled via Gasa to Tibet and then re-entered Bhutan via 

Bumtha and travelled back to Trongsa. 

There is much missing in this particular story. A few 

sources maintain that Mikthoem was actually tricked into 

coming home to Trongsa. He was killed in a competition to 

test physical strength. Some of his persona1 belongings are 

still thought to be in Trongsa dzong. If this is to be 

believed, then it becomes difficult to explain why Jigme 

Namgyal was sent to Punakha. What exactly did he do there 

to gain the wrath of the desi? Although the desi1s forces 

4 Ci Dasho Lama Sangya., from persona1 interview. 
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were unable to catch up with the three brothers, who had by 

then already made their escape, Chakpa Sangyes' men set £ire 

to the house where the sixty escorts were resting and killed 

them al1 . 
There is another missing piece to the puzzle. Why did 

the three brothers escape like fugitives after killing 

Mikthoem, when they had been sent with a large army to 

assist the Paro penlop to oust Chakpa Sangye. Instead 

Chakpa Sangye seems to have shown his wrath on the sixty 

innocent zinkaffs who had been sent to escort Jigme Namgyal 

and his brothers. If Jigme Namgyal left Trongsa at the head 

of an army there is no indication of a battle fought. It is 

a strange case of not one or a few missing men but an entire 

column of an army. Eventually the old Paro penlop disposed 

of his enemy by deceit when al1 other means failed." 

Back in Trongsa, Jigme Namgyal heard that his aging 

master was developing second thoughts about his promise to 

him and planned to appoint h i s  son, Tsondrue Gyaltsen, as 

the next Trongsa penlop. Jigme Namgyal intentionally stayed 

away £rom the dzong and shunned his duties for a few days. 

He stayed at home and slept as a form of silent protest. 

4 1 The Paro penlop ordered a fine silk robe to be 
stitched for the desi, Chakpa Sangye. He then gave it to a 
servant to allow a srnallpox survivor to Wear it for a while 
until the robe was impregnated with the germs. While it was 
still contagious, he sent it to the desi as a gift and a 
sign of peace with a verbal message that if it did not fit 
he would have it altered to the right size. The 
unsuspecting desi wore the robe and died £rom :he dLease. 
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Tshoki Dorji was evidently advised by his council that it 

would be best to nominate Jigme Namgyal as Trongsa penlop 

for three years before Tsondrue Gyaltsen. 

In 1853, Tshoki Dorji installed droenyer Jigme Namgyal 

as the fourteenth Trongsa penlop and a certain zinkaf Tashi 

Drugyel, £rom Khaling, was despatched to Tibet to invite 

Lama Jangchub Tsondrue to Trongsa. The Lama came and 

blessed both the penlops and the new Trongsa government 

under Jigrne Namgyal. 4 2 He immediately constructed the 

Dechog lhakhang with the statue facing West, as he was 

instructed by his lama. The construction of this statue was 

to bring about CO-operation between Trongsa and Punakha. 

The quarrel in the West, however, could neither be 

squashed overnight, nor srnoothed over by prayers and 

mediation. It was to take Jigme Namgyal several years of 

warfare and hardship before the prophesy could be fulfilled. 

As Trongsa penlop, one of the most important task that Jigme 

Namgyal performed, (although not much detail is preserved), 

was the mediation between the desi, Damcho Lhundrup and 

kalyon Kasha. His successful mediation brought him what he 

may not have been able to win in battle. He was given 

absolute authority in the appointment of the dzongpons of 

the Eastern regions and was allowed to keep the four loads 

.l 

" Nado, Lopon . , p. 7 8.  
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of rupees that the British paid as compensation for the 

Assam Dooars. 4 3 

It was no doubt a generous gift for such a simple job 

of mediation and contradicts al1 Western efforts of 

controlling the power of Trongsa. Jigme Namgyal then 

appointed his kinsmen and loyal supporters as dzongpons of 

the various Eastern regions. No further details of the men 

he appointed are found, but it may be safe to conclude that 

their loyalty to him was seen during the campaign in the 

East. There was a remarkable show of kinsmanship and strong 

family ties. 

After his profitable mediation in the troubled waters 

of Western politics, and until the commencement of 

hostilities for the governorship of Trongsa, Jigne Namgyal 

seems to have devoted much of his time to religion. He 

invited lama Jangchub Tsondrue once again to Trongsa, but 

the lama was reluctant to come al1 the way £rom Tibet due to 

the long and rough journey. Jigme Namgyal performed many 

acts of merit, abolished fishing and hunting and even 

forbade his people to set their fields on £ire to induce his 

lama to come dom. He even sent his persona1 attendant 

Palbar Tenzin al1 the way to Kham, Tibet to make copies of 

the en t i re  prints of the Kanjur,  (Buddhist cannons) . 

3 3 Nado, Lopon: Druk Kar~o. p. 79, also, Lopon Padma 
Tsewang, Historv of Bhutan. p 484. 
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Lama Jangchub Tsondrue finally relented and came to 

Bhutan via Phari, Paro. In Trongsa, Jigme Namgyal received 

many initiations from his lama. Al1 that the lama bestowed 

on Jigme Namgyal was recorded by Lopon Gangchen, also known 

as Shenphen Ralpai Dorji, a close friend of Jigme Namgyal 

and a very intelligent and learned man. 4 4 

After the series of initiations, it is believed that 

Jigme Namgyal received another name Shekhar Drime or Drime 

Shekhar f rom his lama as choe mingt (sacred name) ." 

During that time, it was the custom of the Trongsa penlops 

to stay away from their wives while in office, if they were 

not ordained monks. Jigme Namgyal consulted his lama on the 

issue. His lama absolved him of this obligation. He also 

told Jigme Namgyal that his wife was destined to help him in 

his career. Moreover, they were to have a son who was going 

to be a great leader in the country. 4 6 

Explaining al1 of these things, the lama then made 

Jigme Namgyal an offering. The tradition was that the lama 

received the homage and offerings £rom the disciple, but in 

this case lama Jangchub Tsondrue reversed the process 

Jangchub Tsondrue designed the Raven Crown for Jigme 

. Lama 

4 4 Lopon Padma Tsewang., from persona1 interview. 

4 5 Dasho Lama Sangya., from persona1 interview with the 
author. 

4 6 This reference may have been made for Ugyen 
Wangchuk, the second son. The first born son, Thinlay 
Tobgyal became a monk under his materna1 uncle, the 
incarnation of Pemalingpa installed in Lhalung Monastery. 



Namgyal, blessed it and invoked the special protecting 

powers of Jangdue (Mahakala) and Legon Jarok Dongchen (the 

Raven headed Mahakala) . i7 Then as the story goes, the lama 

selected a black horse, 'Ta ngak Tinkag as the guardian 

deityts chip, or ceremonial norse. This horse would be 

saddled and led beside Jigme Namgyal wherever he went. The 

proof that his deity had made use of the horse could be seen 

£rom the animal's exhausted state, although no rider could 

be seen by the naked eye? The lama then made another 

prediction of the coming of a man £rom a different country 

who would be useful to Jigme Namgyal. He was told to look 

after this stranger. Faithfully Jigme Namgyal took in this 

man, whose house still stands in Trongsa." Lama Jangchub 

Tsondrue passed away at Trongsa Ta dzong in 1856. His 

funeral and the last rites were perfomed at the Jambay 

Lhakhang. In 1857, Thinlay Tobgyal was born to Jigme 

Namgyal and Ashi Pema Chuki. 

" Aris, Raven Crown. p. 56 and Lopon Padma Tsewang, 
Historv of Rhutan, p. 489. 

4 a Lopon Padma Tsewang., from persona1 interview. 

This man was Padshah Raja, probably an absconder 
from the British Indian army during the Sepoy Mutiny. He 
was Jigme Namgyal's advisor and during the British mission 
of 1864 he rode proudly alongside Jigme Namgyal. His true 
identity is still not known although he claimed to be the 
grandson of the Ranjit Singh, the founder of the Sikhs. The 
Padshah raja, a title applicable to the Moghul emperor, was 
anti-British and Eden even suspected him of trying to 
influence the Bhutanese against the British. 
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When Tshoki Dorji installed Jigme Namgyal as Trongsa 

penlop, his son, Tsondrue Gyaltsen, was made Jakar dzongpon. 

The agreement was that Jigme Namgyal would resign after 

three years and Tsondrue Gyaltsen was to ascend as the next 

Trongsa penlop. As a witness to this agreement Droenyer 

Pasang was appointed by Tshoki Dorji at the court in 

Trongsa. 

Whether or not Jigme Namgyal was involved in the death 

of droenyer Pasang can only be speculated. Tshoki Dorji, 

his son, and their supporters took the death of Pasang as a 

direct assault £rom Jigme Namgyal. Pasang on the other hand 

was well known £or his overbearing nature and got involved 

in a brawl with some of the officers at the court. He was 

later killed by Kurtoep Khorlong- At once Jigme Namgyal was 

suspected of fou1 play and Tsondrue Gyaltsen declared war on 

the Trongsa penlop in 1857. 

The battle of Samkhar dragged on longer than expected 

with neither side making any headway. Jigrne Namgyal won a 

large tract of land, where he had established camp and later 

built the palace of Wangduechoeling over the same spot. 

Unable to defeat him on his own, the Jakar dzongpon, 

Tsondrue Gyaltsen, who was also assisted by his father, the 

ex-penlop Tshoki Dorji, sought military aid from the desi, 

Kunga Palden. In 1858 peace was restored at last. The Je 

Khenpo (head abbot) Yonten Gyaltsen and the four lopons 

(senior monks or teachers) from the central monk body came 
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to mediate between the two warring parties. Drametse lama 

Sonam Dondup, who was acting as Lamai zimpon, (chamberlain 

to the Shabdrung) also arrived at the scene to offer his 

services at the mediation. 

The post of Jakar penlop was created and Tsondrue 

Gyaltsen was elevated £rom dzongpon to Jakar penlop. The 

East was equally divided between the Trongsa and Jakar 

penlop. Tt is difficult to understand why Jignie Namgyal 

ever agreed to such a settlement. It was no doubt a very 

srnart political move at weakening Jigrne Namgyalts power. 

This arrangement WES successful in restoring peace, but more 

importantly it brought down the power of Jigme Namgyal. 

Geographically he lost half of the territory that he himself 

had won and united after much bloodshed and hardship. The 

power of Trongsa was also crippled with the creation of a 

Jakar penlop, a rank equal in status and prestige to that of 

the office of Trongsa penlop. But this seems to have only 

been a temporary settlement. The death of the newly created 

Jakar penlop, Tsondrue Gyaltsen, in 1864-'65 caused his 

office and his share of the Eastern regions to naturally 

revert back to Trongsa. 

Though the situation in the East was brought under 

control, the same could not be said for the West. Once 

again a dispute broke out between the Punakha dzongpon 

Darlung Tobgyal and desi Phuntsho Namgyal. Jigme Namgyal 

and Tsondrue Gyaltsen were asked to mediate in this dispute. 
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Phuntsho Namgyal, also known as Ngazi Pasang, was made to 

resign and the Thimphu dzongpon Tsewang Sithub was made the 

new desi. He had to share the post with another, Tsultrim 

Yonten, and Jigme Namgyal appointed â relative, Khasar 

Tobgyal as the new Thimphu dzongpon. Darlung Tobgyal became 

Wangdue phodrang dzongpon in 1863. 5 C Tsultrim Yonten stayed 

as desi for only nine months. Be was succeeded within one 

year by Kargyu Wangchuk and Tsendrue Pekar. Neither of them 

stayed in power for long. Both died within a year and 

Tsewang Sithub returned a second time as Druk desi. 

During this time Jigrne Namgyal was in Punakha and 

played a significant role in the appointment of the desis 

and other people in key positions. According to Bhutanese 

sources Jigrne Namgyal was in Punakha during this crucial 

period of Bhutan's history, supervising the construction of 

a statue of the Buddha in the Punakha dzong. Within two 

years Punakha saw £ive desis and none of them stayed in 

power long enough to bring stability to the country. In 

such a situation Jigme Namgyal was given the dual 

responsibility of both Trongsa penlop and Lamai zirnpon, 

(chamberlain) to the minor Shabdrung Sungtrul, (verbal 

incarnation O£ the Shabdrung) , Yeshi Ngodrup, (1851 - 1917)  , 

who was also acting as the Dharma raja. Meanwhile, Tsondrue 

Gyaltsen was also given the dual  responsibility of Jakar 

penlop and Shung gongzim. 
- 

5 O Aris, Raven C r o w n ,  p 58. 
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It was clear that the political situation of Bhutan was 

fast changing. While the West could never rise out of its 

constant rivalry and squabbles, Jigme Namgyal had clearly 

made hirnself indispensable to Bhutan, both East and West. 

There was hardly any room for political manevering at this 

time and Jigme Namgyal could not have planned such a change 

of events. 

It was precisely at this time that the British Indian 

government decided to send their envoy to settle the 

frontier issues. It was indeed ironic that, while the 

internal situation in Bhutan needed a dramatic face lift, 

the British found themselves in Punakha asking for the very 

same thing of the frontier. 

The honourable Ashley Eden arrived in Punakha in March 

1864 with a draft treaty to be presented to the government 

of Bhutan. The Dharma raja was a minor and the desi had 

hardly been installed for more than a couple of months. 

Eden found himself in the midst of a domestic problem, It 

was no surprise that the mission was a failure. There was 

no one with effective authority in Bhutan at the time of the 

mission, Eden wrote to his goverment that Jigme Namgyal 

had usurped t h e  throne and was dangerously holding the court 

with the support of a few loyal men. But the chain of 

events in the internal politics of Bhutan indicate that 

Jigme Namgyal could not have had a hand in the events of 

1864. 





FOUR. 

PROBLEMS ON THE FRONTIER AND THE EARLY 

ANGLO-BHUTAN RELATIONS, 1772 - 1860. 

The first recorded contact between the British and the 

Bhutanese was in 1772. The Bhutanese contact with the 

British was a fascinating encounter. It has been described 

as 

"a great, modern, western and the strongest colonial 
power [meeting] with one of the smallest countries of 
the world, tradi tional , almos t medieval and 
unexposedu. 1 

The 1700s was a century of British imperialism and 

Great Britain sought ways and means of consolidating her 

power in India. At the same tirne Great Britain hoped to 

open more markets for trade. The British, in their policy 

of opening up new trade links into Tibet and China 

discovered Bhutan as a Itgateway to ~ibet"' in 1772. 

Bhutan's strategic position may have been another source of 

interest. The comrnand and control of this hi11 country 

became of vital importance to both the British and Tibet. 

Anglo-Bhutanese relations started with a story of 

conflict between Bhutan and the independent state of Cooch 

Bihar. In 1771-1772 there was a power struggle in Cooch 

'~ohli, Manarama: I N D I A  AND BHUTAN: A Studv in 
Interrelations. 1772-1910. (Munshiram Mahoharlal Publishers 
Pvt Ltd. 1982) . P . 2 .  



Bihar. Bhutan intervened on one side and kidnapped the 

crown prince and the queen. The next year they went to the 

extent of kidnapping the king, Dharendra Narayan, and placed 

their own nominee on the throne. A desperate minister, 

Nazir Deo turned to the British and appealed to Warren 

Hastings, the then Governor General of India, for 

assistance. 

The British, by then, were already in Bengal but had 

very little knowledge of their Northern neighbours. The 

appeal £rom Cooch Bihar and the crisis of 1772 gave the 

Governor General, Warren Hastings, the perfect opportunity 

to further extend the East India Company's trade activities 

to the Noxthem fïûctiers. N ~ r e  importantly, this situation 

gave him the chance to fulfil the wishes of the Court of 

Directors in London. 

'We desire that you will obtain the best intelligence 
you can whether trade can be opened with Nepaul, and 
whether cloth and other European cornmodities may not 
find their way then to Tibet, Lhasa and the Western 
parts of Chinau.' 

A detachment of "four companies of sepoys with two guns 

were dispatchedu under the command of Captain Jones, to 

drive back the Bhutariese.' Captain Jones was not only able 

3 Singh, Amar Kaur Jasbir: HIMALAYA. TRIANGLE. A 
Historical Survev of British India's Relations with ~ibet. 
Sikkim and Rhutan, 1765 - 1950. (The British Library, 
1988) . P. 293. 

%den, Hontble Ashley: Reaort on the S t a t e  of Bootan 
and t h e  Proaress of the Mission of 1 8 6 3 - ' 6 4  in POLITICAL 
MISSIONS TO BOQTAN. ( M a n j u s r i ,  New Delhi, 1 9 7 2 )  . P.2 
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to drive back the Bhutanese but was also able to take three 

forts, "forts of Darling, Chichachottoh and Passakhan. The 

Bhutanese themselves were forced to seek the interverei~ri of 

the Tibetans. ' 
It is not clear how the Tibetans came to mediate 

between the two warring parties. One version maintains that 

the Gurkhas, alarmed at the Bhutanese defeat and worried 

about their own security, sent an embassy to the court of 

the Panchen Lama (then known as Teshoo Lama to the British) 

to intervene. Such a swift British victory in that part of 

the Himalayas threatened the very security and independence 

of not only the Bhutanese but also the kingdoms of Nepal and 

Tibet. Bhutanese independence appeared very important to 

the Tibetan goverment, just as the friendship of the 

Tibetans, especially that of the Panchen Lama, was essential 

to Warren Hastings in his plans of establishing the Trans- 

Himalayan trade. 

The hostilities between Bhutan and the British ceased 

with the signing of the First Anglo - Bhutanese Treaty of 

April 25th, 1774. With the execution of this treaty, both 

warring parties agreed to return to the old boundary that 

existed before the commencement of the hostilities. The 

Bhutanese surrendered the raja of Cooch Bihar and promised 



to pay a tribute G£ £ive Tangun horses for the return of 

chichachottah. 

The British took advantage of the friendship of the 

Panchan Lama to establish communication and trade with Lhasa 

and promptly dispatched Mr Bogle to the court of the Panchen 

Lama on May 6th, 1774.' Although the mission was to travel 

through Bhutan, its primary objective was to see the 

possibility of opening trade and diplornatic relations with 

Tibet. 

Bogle was detained in Bhutan for many months while 

awaiting permission to travel into Tibet. It was here that 

he was able to study the socio-economic structure of the 

Bhutanese, their government , religion, food habits, 

geography and agriculture. Bogle's accounts of Bhutan are 

full of praise for the Bhutanese people and their way of 

life. He found the Bhutanese people simple and religious 

and devoid of the many vices to which people of European 

countries were accustomed. While in Bhutan, he was also able 

to study the possibilities of trade relations between the 

British East India Company, Bhutan and Tibet. 

After spending months in Bhutan Bogle was finaily given 

the permissicn to enter Tibet. His mission appeared 

optimistic and he was able to impress the Panchen Lama.  

Unfortunately both of them did not live long. In 1783 



Warren Hastings heard of the reincarnation of the Panchen 

Lama. He took this opportunity to once again re-open 

relations with Tibet. On January 29th, 1783, another 

mission was dispatched to Tibet through Bhutan. Warren 

Hastings selected Captain Turner to head the mission. 

Turner was accornpanied by Lieutenant Samuel Davis as 

surveyor and doctor Robert Saunders as surgeon. 

The mission spent three months in Bhutan before they 

could proceed to Tibet. The accounts of Bogle and Turner 

are some of the earliest and probably the only ones the 

British had of Bhutan. The surviving records of both these 

missions give a glowing picture of Bhutan. Up until this 

point, both the British and the Bhutanese shared a very 

cordial relationship with each other. The British, in their 

efforts to make a breakthrough into Tibet, needed a friendly 

buffer state in Bhutan. 

In 1787 the Dharma and the Deb rajas of Bhutan sent the 

Thimphu dzongpon to Calcutta as an envoy to adjust a certain 

border issue between Bhutan and the zamindar of Rangpore and 

Julpesh. The issue was settled to the satisfaction of the 

Bhutanese. Eden later criticized, 

"on this occasion the friendship of the Bootanese were 
purchased at the expense of the Bykantpore zamindar, 
and the unfortunate Bengallee ryots living in this 
mehal (estate) who were thus practically handed over as 
serfs to the barbarious rulers of the hill tract to 
their North, had just cause of cornplaint in the 
transfer thus so hastily rnade.~~ 



In the absence of Bhutanese records it is impossible to 

ascertain the claims of the Bhutanese over the Indian 

zamindar (landlords) of Rangpore and Julpesh. Therefore, 

the settlement of the case by the British is also 

questionable, If at all, as Eden suggests, the British 

played unfairly with the Bengalle ryots, it does prove that 

Bhutants goodwill was, at the time important. The country 

was, after al1 the threshold to Tibet. 

During the 1700s there seems to have been little 

conflict between Bhutan and the British. The two missions, 

that of Bogle and Turner, were more geared towards securing 

a trade relation with Tibet and had little to do with 

Bhutan, However, in the 1800s there was a marked change in 

the attitudes of the British as well as the Bhutanese. In 

the interna1 politics of Bhutan, the centre or the Dharma 

and the Deb rajas became less and less competent while the 

scramble for power among the officials became more 

competitive. Externally, the policies of the British in 

India gradually shifted frorn earnest traders to rnanipulative 

imperialists. 

If the British believed that the Bhutanese intervention 

with its Southern neighbours ended with the first armed 

clash and the subsequent treaty, they could not have been 

more wrong. And if the Panchen Lama thought that he had 

effectively reprimanded the so called, "rude and ignorant 

racew of people and commanded them to bel " submissive to 



you at al1 tirnesug, he was also wrong. The Bhutanese were 

neither submissive to the British after their armed clash 

and the treaty, nor were they willing to accept the 

authority of the Panchen Lama or Tibet, The interna1 

politics of Bhutan deteriorated with each year and the 

country saw more civil wars in the 1800s than she had seen 

in her entire history. The chaos at the border was equally 

out of control. It is interesting that while the Bhutanese 

in the centre fought over each other for power and 

authority, they turned their backs on the more fragile and 

volatile situation in the Dooars, 

The Dooars was a strip of land between Bhutan and 

India. It extended £rom the "Dhunseeree river on the East 

to the Teesta river in the Westn, and was approximately ten 

1 O to twenty miles in breadth. This land was very rich, 

consisting of the richest black soi1 and capable of 

producing almost any crop if properly managed and 

cultivated. This strip of land was also locally known as 

the Athara Dooars, or the eighteen Dooars - eleven in the 

Bengal District and seven in the Assam District. The eleven 

Bengal Dooars were, Dalimcote, Zumercote, (known to the 

Bhutanese as Moinagoroo) , Chamoorchee, (Samchee) , Luckee 

Dooar , Buxa (Passakha) , Bhulka, Bara, Goomar , Reepoo , 
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Cherrung and Bagh or Bijnee. The seven Assam Dooars were, 

Booree-Goomah, Kaling, Ghaurkolla, Banska, Chappagoorie, 

Chappakhamar and Bijne. 

Although the Dooars belonged to the Bhutanese since 

early times, the land was inhabited and cultivated by the 

Mechis and Kacharis, natives of Assam and Bengal. The 

location being too hot for the hi11 people to inhabit, was 

given to these people to cultivate. Although the local 

administration was in the hands of the frontier officers, or 

dzongpons, appointed by the central authority, the Bhutanese 

enjoyed absolute control over the Bengal Dooars. 

The case of the Assam Dooars was, however, different 

and sornewhat complex, although it had functioned smoothly 

earlier. Booree-Goomah and Kalling Dooar were administered 

jointly by the Bhutanese and Assamese. The Assamese held it 

£ r o m  July to November; and the Bhutanese £rom December to 

June. The rest of the £ive Assam Dooars were held by the 

Bhutanese in exchange for an annual tribute. The Bhutanese 

had won the Assam Dooars £rom the weak Assamese kings, who 

were unable to maintain law and order. Eventually they 

relinquished the Dooars to the Bhutanese, in exchange for an 

annual tribute of yak tails, ponies, musk and gold dust. 

Ironically, in the end the Bhutanese lost the Dooars to the 

British, just as the Assamese had lost it to Bhutan. Eden, 

however, maintains that the Bhutanese had harassed the poor 



Assamese kings so much, that the latter sought peace by 

giving the Dooars to the Bhutanese for an annual tribute. 

The administration in the frontier weakened, aided by 

the interna1 strife and constant feuds in the government. 

More and more, complaints were made of Bhutanese raids into 

Indian territories and some counter raids into Bhutanese 

territories. The British still did not possess enough 

information about the government of Bhutan. They were 

uncertain about Bhutanls real authority and perplexed about 

its dual system of government. Their scant information on 

the country was based on the accounts and records of Bogle 

and Turner. Information may have also trickled down £rom 

some of the merchant traders at the border as well. 

In 1815 the British decided to send a mission into 

Bhutan. Babu Kishan Kant Bose, a Bengali civil servant of 

the Company, was appointed to the court of the Dharma and 

Deb rajas of Bhutan. This seems to have been the first real 

mission sent to Bhutan. The main objectives of Bose were, 

i) to settle the border disputes and ii) ascertain the 

government of Bhutan and the people of the hi11 country." 

Kant was able to produce an elaborate account of 

Bhutan, the geography and agriculture, the people and the 

government. However, his accounts were not accurate. He 

gathered his information from the people he met with and 

interviewed, but there are instances that clearly indicate 

. - 
--Ibid.. P .  5 .  



some of the people he interviewed rnust have given false 

information. He, however, gives elaborate details about 

Bhutan being politically and culturally (religion) dependent 

upon China and Tibet respectively. Culturally perhaps, as 

even today Tibet is considered the hêart of Buddhist 

learning. Politically the country was independent and he 

rnay have read far too much in the annual tributes that the 

government offered Tibet and China. 

He further writes that Bhutan recognized the 

"suprernacy of the emperor of China in secular, and that 
of the Dalai Lama in spiritual, affairsM.'* 

However, his other observation concerninç the importance of 

the Dooars to the Bhutanese, may have been closer to the 

truth. The country was totally dependent on the produce of 

the Dooars for 

"almost every article of consumption or luxury . . .  the 
silks of China, and the woollens of Thibet, are 
purchased in batter for the Cotton, rice and other 
products of the plainsv" 

However, in his interview with the Deb raja, the latter 

clearly rejected the idea of establishing a British resident 

in Bhutan to manage the British interest in the Dooars. The 

British missions that followed Kant arrived in Bhutan with a 

very different agenda, and a much more assertive tone. 

: 2 Bose, Babu Kishan Kant: 
POLITICAL MISSIONS TO BOOTAN, 

Account of Bootan. (1815) id 
(Manjusri, New Delhi, 1972) , 



Prior to the visit of Kishan Kant Bose, British 

interests in India had been to seek out possible trade 

routes into Tibet and China, via Bhutan. Both the two 

British missions to Bhutan, before Kant's deputation, had 

been primarily airned at establishing a better line of 

communication with Bhutants Northern neighbours. Kant's 

visit had, in fact, been the first British mission into 

Bhutan. 

The year 1 8 2 5  brought a significant change in the 

Anglo-Bhutanese relations, a change that was to have far 

reaching consequences, especially for Bhutan. In 1825- ' 2 6  

the British defeated the Burmese in the first Anglo-Surmese 

war and assumed control of the whole of Assam . The Burmese 

withdrew their claim £rom the area after the Treaty of 
-. 

Yandabo, of February 14th, 1826  ." The result of the 

British occupation of Assam was that she now shared a common 

border with Bhutan. The two countries also shared joint 

administration of the two Dooars in Assam, namely Booree- 

Gomah and Kalling. But more importantly the British 

inherited the complex tribute system that Bhutan and Assam 

shared regarding their Dooars. The tribute had always been 

paid in kind. The British immediately began to protest 

against the payment of tribute in kind that had been 

practised between the Bhutanese and Assamese, The Dooars 

and the tribute system becarne the real problem between the 
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two countries, that finally culminated in the Dooar war of 

1 8 6 4 -  ' 6 5 .  

The tribute system, after the British occupation of 

Assam, was one of the important causes of the constant 

friction between the British and the Bhutanese. The British 

complained that the tribute sent by the Bhutanese fell short 

O£ the fixed value. The goods sent by the Bhutanese were 

put up for public auction by the British, who then 

complained that they were unable to recover the actual 

value. The Bhutanese, on the other hand, cornplained that 

the goods were being substituted with inferior quality items 

by the frontier officiais. As such, when it was put to 

auction it did not bring the actual value. To make matters 

even worse, the Bhutanese were blamed for a series of raids 

into British-Indian territory, and for carrying off men and 

women, as well as property. 

There is little doubt that the Bhutanese were involved 

in a number of raids into Indian soil. They not only 

plundered but also carried off men and women and sometimes 

even children for labour in their fields and farms. The 

major raid into Indian soil, after the British took over the 

Assam Dooars, was in October 1828, in the Durrung district. 

The raid was led by the Doompa raja of Booree Goomah. l5 The 

"~recis by Aitchison, in PAPERS RELATING TO BOOTAN: 
Presented to Parliament by Her Majestyts Command. (House 
Commons, London, 1866). P. 1. 
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raja made off with a number of Bhutanese and one Indian. 

David Scott, then agent in the frontier, wrote to the 

Bhutanese authority demanding their release. He received no 

reply. A srna11 troop of soldiers managed to release the 

prisoners and the Booree Goomah Dooar was attached to 

British territory temporarily. Since there was no response 

from the Bhutanese court, this temporary attachent lasted 

until the July 31st,1834. It was then that the Deb raja 

finally asked for the restoration of the Dooar (that is 

Booree Goornah) a£ ter the main culprit, the Doompa raja, had 

died. Booree Goomah was restored to the rightful owner 

after the news of the death of the raja was ~onfirmed.'~ 

But the very next year, the Bhutanese showed up again 

and Bijni Dooar was raided. Cornplaints to the Bhutanese 

court met with no response which led to another temporary 

take-over of Bijni Dooar. This time, the British recruited 

the Assam Sebundy Corps for the sole purpose  of rnaintaining 

law and order in the frontier. The Bhutanese, however, did 

not stop there. Instead they rnoved their scene to Kalling 

Dooar in the Durrung District. The promptness of the 

British resulted in the surrender of some of the culprits by 

one Ghumbeer Wazir. Within the next couple of months, an 

attack was made on Banska Dooar from Kamrup District. The 

Dewangiri raja was found guilty for glv ing  shelter to some 

161bid., P.  1. Also Singhls Himalavan Trianale. P. 
301. 
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of the raiders but he wisely surrendered when faced with the 

Assam Sebundy Corps. The Banska Dooar was seized by Captain 

Bogle on February 14th, 1836, after he sent a letter to the 

Bhutanese authorities explaining the circumstances that had 

led to it, 17 

The loss of their most valuable Dooar seemed to have 

shaken the Bhutanese. For once there was a prompt response 

from the government. On May lOth, 1836, four zinkaffs, sent 

by the Dharma raja, Deb raja and the Trongsa penlop reached 

Gauhati for talks with the British agent. The zinkaffs 

denied that the authorities in Bhutan had received any of 

the letters that were sent by the British. The British 

agent returned the Dooars this time under rather firm 

conditions. 1 8  

There seemed to be little possibility of solving the 

problern, especially when the Bhutanese authorities in the 

centre were either oblivious to the situation in the 

frontier or simply chose to look the other way. The British 

knowledge of the country and relations with her neighbours 

was still irnperfect. They could seize the Dooars 

ternporarily until the Bhutanese agreed to CO-operate, but 

such a method did not provide a permanent solution for the 

future. Moreover, such a measure might force the Bhutanese 

into the arms of the Tibetans, or even the Chinese. The 
- - 

17 Singh, P. 301. 

'"bid., P .  301. 



British definitely needed more information on Bhutan 

concerning interna1 and external politics, geography and 

population, and trade potentials. The next mission was to 

bring back the answers to al1 of these concerns. 

As early as 1834, the frontier agent Thomas Robertson 

had been eager to send a mission to Bhutan to establish a 

line of communication. The various British frontier agents 

and their policies had a major influence on Anglo-Bhutanese 

relations. The administration of the border was in their 

hands. Their policies and reports on the frontier were 

regularly subrnitted to the British government and shaped 

future relations of the two countries. The individual 

personality and policy of the British agents were equally 

important in the management of the frontier. In June, 1836, 

Robertson became a member of the Supreme Council and this 

gave him the much needed influence to enforce his idea of 

sending a mission to Bhutan. 

Captain Pemberton was chosen to head the mission to 

Bhutan in 1836. Although the British claimed that the 

mission was a peaceful one, particularly aimed at solving 

the existing problem at the border, it did contain a hidden 

agenda. In 1836, Pemberton, accompanied by Dr Griffith and 

twenty £ive sepoys reached Gauhati. Here they waited for 

almost two weeks anticipating a letter from the Deb raja 

acknowledging that the mission should proceed. No letters 

came £rom Bhutan, but Pemberton decided to proceed anyway. 
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This was the first time that the British literally forced 

their way into Bhutan, against the wishes of the Bhutanese. 

Pemberton chose to enter Bhutan £rom the East, via 

Banska and through Dewangiri. l9 In Dewangiri, they were met 

by some zinkaffs who informed them that it was unsafe to 

take that particular route, as there was a civil war raging 

in the area. The zinkaffs advised that the alternative route 

£rom Dewangiri to Punakha would take too long. They were 

asked to return to the plains and re-enter Bhutan £rom the 

West, via Buxa Dooar to Thimphu and Punakha, as theix 

predecessors, Bogle and Turner had done. Pemberton refused 

to return, telling them that he was willing to take 

whichever route they asked him to follow from Dewangiri to 

Punakha. Pemberton admits that such a long and circuitous 

route (from Dewangiri via Trashigang, Trongsa and then to 

Punakha) 

"as more ample would be the opportunity afforded of 
effecting many important objects of the missionM. 2 O 

The mission, therefore, made an illegal survey of the 

cou,~try, without the knowledge of the Bhutanese. The team 

travelled for sixty eight days, £rom Dewangiri to Punakha. 

The original route would have taken only twenty six days. 

19 Pemberton, Capt R.B. 1837:, Renort on Bootan, in 
PQLITICAL MISSIONS TO BOOTAN, Calcutta, 1865) . P. 1 8 7 .  
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On 25th of AprFl 1838, a draft treaty was submitted 

before the Deb raja by Pemberton. The Bhutanese were 

surprised as they had not expected to be signing a treaty 

with the British. The terms of the draft treaty demanded 

free passage for Bhutanese and Indian subjects, the 

extradition of criminals, and the right of the Indian police 

to enter Bhutanese Dooars, if the Bhutanese failed to 

apprehend the criminals. The British also asked for payment 

of the tribute in cash, instead of in kind as had been the 

earlier practice. The payment was also to be made by a 

zinkaff directly to the collecter in Kamrup or Durrung. If 

a Dooar failed to pay the land would be seized until the 

earlier arrears had been fully cleared. The Bhutanese court 

was to appoint reliable zinkaffs or officers to assist in 

the demarcation of the disputed boundaries of Assam. 

Finally, the British demanded the posting of two authorized 

officers to reside permanently, one in Gauhati, in Assam, 

and the other in Rangpur, in Bengal. This was done for the 

sole purpose of preventing the subordinate officers £rom 

intercepting the correspondences meant for the Deb and the 

Dharma raja. 2 1 

The treaty was rejected handsdown by the Bhutanese and 

Pemberton had no other option but to withdraw on May 9th, 

1838. He blamed the failure of the mission entirely on the 

nominal powers of the deb raja and the antagonism of the 
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Trongsa penlop. The Trongsa penlop who Pemberton met in 

1838 would have been Tamshing Choeji Ugyen Phuntsho. 

Pemberton mentions that the Trongsa penlop had 

"strengthened his position by inducing the priesthood 
to recognize his son as the incarnation of the Dharma 
rajawz2 

This is most unlikely, as the Trongsa penlop, Ugyen 

Phuntsho, was from Tamshing, Bumtha. He had two sons, 

Kungzang Tenpai Nima, who was recognized as the Lhalung 

Sungtrul or the verbal incarnation of the Head Lama of 

Lhalung monastery in Tibet. The other son was Perna Tenzin 

who became Jakar Dzongpon only after the war of 1865. 

At the tirne of Pernberton's visit to Bhutan, the 

incarnation of the Dharma raja was Ngawang JFgme 

Norbu, (1831-1861). He was born in Drametse, Eastern Bhutan, 

and was recognized and duely installed in P~nakha.~' The 

only connection that the Trongsa penlop and the Dharma raja 

had was that they both were descendants of the s a e  branch 

of family, started by the Terton Pemalingpa. In sorne way, 

they were rerntely related. 

Pemberton was unable to secure anything tangible £rom 

the Bhutanese government. However, he was successful in 

providing the British government with information concerning 

2 2 Papers Relating to Bootan., P. 2. 

- - ;. 
--Nado, Lopon:. DRUK KARPO. (Tharpaling and New Delhi. 

1 9 8 6 .  Englsih version n o t  publiskeo), P. 5 4 .  



the state of Bhutan's external relations with Tibet and 

China. The circuitous route that he insisted on taking 

furnished him with a detailed account of the country's 

geography and routes in the interior of the country. He 

also discovered that there :Jas little in the way of any 

alliance between Bhutan, Tibet and China. Contrary to what 

the ~ritish believed earlier, Pemberton was able to report 

on the vulnerability of Bhutan in the case of an external 

attack. It was most unlikely that the Tibetans would corne 

to the assistance of the Bhutanese in a war; rather, the two 

countries had been hostile to each other for a number of 

years and had even gone into battle. The notion that Bhutan 

accepted the authority of China and the Chinese emperor in 

secular matter was also proven false. China was quite 

oblivious to the existence of Bhutan. 

The discovery of such important information on Bhutan 

coincided with the appointment of Colonel Jenkins as the 

frontier agent. Colonel Jenkins began to pursue a firmer 

policy towards Bhutan, unlike his predecessors, who 

basically followed a conciliatory policy. There were also 

other reasons for this marked change in British policy and 

attitude towards Bhutan. Besides the fact that Bhutan did 

not enjoy much of an alliance with Tibet and China, 

Pembertonls account also revealed that the Russians were 

closer to Tibet in their trade activities than the British 

had anticipated. This obviously made the control and 



113 

dominance of the whole Himalayan region even more precarious 

than ever before. Bhutanls interna1 conditions also proved 

that the Bhutanese would hardly be in a position to defend 

their own territories. Bhutan was in a state of anarchy and 

chaos. There was no supreme authority. Even the lords who 

came into power did not stay in office long enough to 

control the country and bring about law and order. The 

country and the people were poor and the rough, and rugged 

geographical conditions made travel and communication even 

worse. But most irnportantly, the Dooars with al1 the 

fertile land and its great potential for the cultivation of 

tea, timber and other crops was lying waste. The 

enterprising British believed that under their guidance, the 

Dooars was capable of producing three or four times more 

revenue than it did under the misrule of the ~hutanese.~~ 

Jenkins, in 1838, proposed to usurp the Bhutanese and 

take over al1 of the Assam Dooars- or as an alternative the 

Dooars of Booree Goornah and Kalling- to bring the Bhutanese 

to heel. He was instructed to write to the Bhutan rajas 

demanding the payment of tribute and the release of the 

people abducted by the Bhutanese. In October, 1838, the two 

Dooars were annexed by the British. A letter was sent to 

the rajas stating that the return of the two Dooars was 

contingent upon the payment of the tribute, the release of 

the kidnapped subjects of the British goverment, and 



"till the British government were satisfied that the 
central government in Bootan were able to control their 
frontier officers". 2 5 

The Bhutanese accepted neither the annexation nor the 

compensation that was offered for the two Dooars. A letter 

£rom the Deb and the Dharma rajas, explaining that the civil 

wars in Bhutan had made it difficult for them to administer 

the Dooars, was ignored. Instead Jenkins wrote a report to 

the Bengal government pertaining to the oppression of the 

Dooars, due to the state of anarchy in Bhutan. Re further 

explained that the extortion of the local officers had 

reduced the ryots in the Dooars to extreme poverty. 

A letter of warning was then sent ta the Deb raja. It 

stated that, if he allowed his country to remain in this 

chaotic state rnuch longer, with the frontiers violated, the 

British government would be compelled to annex the rest of 

the Assam Dooars. No response came £rom Bhutan and the rest 

of the Dooars were annexed. One third of the net revenue 

from the annexed Assam Dooars was to be paid to the Bhutan 

government as cornpensati~n.~~ The final settlement seems to 

have been made for 10,000 rupees, but 'no written agreement 

was made regarding this arrangementw. 27 

2 5 Papers Relating to Bootan., P. 2. 

27 Aitchison, C.U, E3.C.S: (complied):, A Collection of 

Treaties, Enffaaements and Sanads Relatins to India and 
Neiohbourina Countries. Vol. XIV. (Foreign and Political 
Department, Calcutta, 1929). P. 73. 
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The Bhutanese made feeble and repeated attempts to 

recover their main source of income, but were unsuccessful. 

In 1855, a desperate attempt was made by the Bhutanese. ~n 

uncle of the Dharma raja, accompanied by the Dewangiri raja, 

arrived in Gauhati to hold talks with the British agent in 

charge of the territory. The Bhutanese representatives 

asked for an increase in the compensation for the Dooars, 

£rom 10,000 to 12,000 rupees. It is difficult to identify 

this uncle of the Dharma raja. The Dharma raja was Ngawang 

Jigme Norbu. Ke is believed to have asked lama Sonam Dondup 

of Drametse to accompany him to Punakha. Later Sonam Dondup 

was elevated to the rank of Lamai zimpon. It is not 

possible that Sonam Dondup could have been this 'unclel of 

the Dharma raja. Jenkins refused to increase the 

compensation. In utter frustration and anger it was rumoured 

that the Bhutanese comrnitted several robberies in the Banska 

Dooar and looted properties worth 2,868 rupees . 2 B  

The British wrote to the Deb, Dharma raja, and the 

Trongsa penlop, demanding the surrender of the culprits. 

This time the Deb raja acted promptly. The Dewangiri raja 

was removed from office and the Trongsa penlop, Jigme 

Namgyai, was fined double the worth of the damage in Banska 

Dooar. This infuriated Jigme Namgyal, who had recently 

become the Trongsa penlop. He wrote to Jenkins that he 

would only be willing to bear half the fine that was irnposed 

"~apers Relating to Bootan, P. 5. 



on him and the rest to be paid by Jenkins. 29 Jigme Namgyal 

further wrote that his brother, the Dewangiri raja, had 

repeatedly maintained that he did not commit those 

robberies . When Jigme Namgyal personally inquired into 

the matter, he found out that the party on their return had, 

"helped themselves to firewood, fruit and whatever else 
eatable they could find: but as regards their entering 
dwelling-houses and lundering money and valuable 
property, is f alseIl. P, 

The value was eventually deducted £rom the Bhutanese share 

of the revenue. More pressure was put on the Deb raja to 

maintain control over his subozdinate chiefs, before Jenkins 

agreed to open the passes that he had closed imrnediately 

after the raids. 

The Bengal government was displeased that Jenkins re- 

opened the passes without waiting for the surrender of the 

offenders; but Jenkins had his own good reasons for acting 

as he did. In his letter to the Under-Secretary, A.W. 

Russell, Jenkins explained that , the 

"Dewangiri rajah was the only person who really 
deserves punishment; but the Booteahs are a very rude 
race, and the government is in such a miserable state 
of anarchy." 

He felt the British should make concessions for the defects 

of the Bhutanese in their administration and management of 

 ette ter £rom the Tongso Soobah of Bootan, to the 
Agent, Governor General, dated 9th Agran, PAPERS RELATING TO 
BOOTAN, P. 28. 



the frontier. Further pressure, Jenkins felt, would 

unnecessarily force the British to wage a war since, 

"the Dewangiri rajah who had been the cause of the 
present disturbances, is a man of the highest rank in 
Bootan, as a relation to the Dharma rajah and the 
Tongso Pillol'. 3 1 

The very next year an event was to produce a 

significant change in the already strained Anglo-Bhutanese 

relations. In April, 1856, Arun Singh, the zamindar of 

Goomah Dooar in Bhutanese territory, fled and took refuge 

under the British flag to escape £rom his financial debts to 

the Bhutanese ra jas .  But the Bhutanese managed to abduct 

hirn and took him back to Bhutan for interrogation. Jenkins 

at once demanded his release and the punishment of those 

involved in the kidnapping. The Bhutanese felt justified in 

their actions. In lieu of his release, the Deb raja wrote 

to Jenkins aserting that Arun Singh had instead beaten and 

robbed some of the Bhutanese who had corne for the purchase 

of some dried fish and had taken lodging in Arun Singhls 

house. 

I1I have not done any injury to any of your subjects; it 
is well known that the Chowdry has been for many years 
a zemindar of Bootan, and not a subject of your 
territory. It was to make inquiries into the 
circumstances of this that the Chowdry was seizedN.j2 

The Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal, Sir Francis 

Halliday, found that Jenkins had provoked the Bhutanese by 



giving shelter to Arun Singh in the first place. He 

suggestec that a friendly approach and an explanation to the 

British authority from the Bhutanese rajas about the matter 

might help diplornatic relations, He was, however, over- 

ruled by Lord Dalhousie, the Governor-General, who demanded 

an apology and punishment for the culprits. The failure to 

do so would provoke a permanent occupation of the Bengal 

Dooars , 

The threat worked, An apology was sent by the Deb and 

Dharma rajas and the Trongsa penlop. Jenkins was satisfied. 

He also made an attempt to take advantage of the present 

good mood of the Trongsa penlop by seeking better 

correspondence with him. He even raised the compensation 

£rom 10,000 to 12,000 rupees, Jenkins probably saw the rise 

of Jigme Namgyal, in many ways, the powerful and prominent 

man in Bhutanese politics, as a chance to have better 

communication between himself and through the Trongsa 

penlop, to the darbars in Thimphu and Punakha. Jenkins 

suggested stationing an officer in Bhutan, but his 

suggestion was turned dom. Imrnediately after, Jenkins 

reverted to his old position and reminded them of the 

unsolved case of Arun Singh. 

There wûs iittle hope of Arun Singh being released. 

The Bhutanese claimed that he was a Bhutanese citizen and 

(thus kidnapping one's own subject seemed a ridiculous 

charge). The Governor-General insisted on the release of 
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Arun Singh, or their two Bengal Dooars, Ambaree Fallacottah 

and Julpesh, would be annexed temporarily until the 

Bhutanese complied with the demands of the British. But 

Jenkins refused to follow his instructions and annexed the 

two Dooars permanently in 1857 because of the failure of a 

prompt reply £rom Bhutan. 





FIVE . 
FROM ENCOUNTER TO TREATY SETTLEMENT: 

BHUTAN AND BRITAIN, 1862-1865. 

Between 1857 and 1859, affairs in the Dooars took a 

back seat as both the Bhutanese and the British were faced 

with more urgent issues at home. In India, the Sepoy Mutiny 

broke out in 1857, and the British suspended their policies 

towards Bhutan for the time being. Instead they devoted 

their undivided attention to the rebellion in India. The 

Sepoy Mutiny seems to have coincided with the battle of 

Samkhar in Bhutan. Due to the lack of Bhutanese sources, it 

is uncertain when exactly hostilities commenced between 

Jigme Namgyal and Tsondrue Gyaltsen over the governorship of 

Trongsa. It is, however, certain that the two lords met in 

Bumtha in 1857. The battle of Samkhar took longer than 

anyone had expected. A truce between the two warring 

officers, Tronqsa penlop Jigme Namgyal and Jakar dzongpon 

Tsondrue Gyaltsen, was brought about by the mediation of the 

Je Khenpo, the priests of the Central Monastic Body, and 

Drametse Lama Sonam Dondup, a man both parties held in great 

respect. Both parties were remotely related to the lama by 

their mutual ancestor, Pemalingpa. The Desi was also 

involved as an ally of the Jakar dzongpon. On both the 

British and the Bhutanese sides, the events were disrupted 

by rebellion and civil war. 



Ironically both of them reinstated the s m e  policies 

after things returned to normal. Imrnediately after the 

Mutiny was squashed, on April 15th, 1859, 

"the Bengal goverrunent submitted a list of aggressions 
comrnitted by the Bootias since 1857; it showed a total 
of 33 cases, in which 45 perçons had been abducted by 
the Bootias, of whom 27 had been released, one had made 
his escape, and 17 remained in captivity. In one case 
the Bootias had also carried off property to the value 
of 20,936 rupeesH,' 

The Bhutanese, in their usual cornplacent manner, chose to 

ignore it. The blame, however, cannot be placed squarely on 

the shoulders of the Bhutanese authorities. There is some 

dispute as to whether or not the authorities in Bhutan even 

received half the letters and complaints that were sent £rom 

the Dooars. The British were aware that their 

correspondences were being intercepted by the local frontier 

officers, as they were probably guilty either of the crime 

or their inefficiency. More than once the D e b  and Dharma 

rajas denied that they were aware of the atrocities of which 

the British complained. 

In an extract £rom the dairy of the deputy Cornrnissioner 

of Gowalpara in Assam, he writes about questioning some 

villagers, woodcutters and the local zarnindarts brother. 

They told him that 

"the Deb rajah had in more than one instance been 
obliged to reprimand the Sobhas for allowing our ryots 

1 Letter from the Tongso Soobah of Bootan, to the 
Agent Governor General, dated 9th Agran, in PAPERS RELATING 
TO BOOTAN, Presented to Parliament bv Her Maiestvls Command. 
(London, House of Gommons). 1865. P. 7. 



to be molested by men living in their Dooars, as it led 
to a misunderstanding between the British Goverment 
and Bhootan. With al1 deference, therefore, 1 would 
sugges t , as it is clear that the Deb Rajah doesn t hear 
half that occurs between the men in the Doars and Our 
ry0ts 112 

In 1862 it was decided that yet another mission would 

be sent to Bhutan. The approval to despatch the mission to 

Bhutan was granted by Her Majestyls Goverment on 29th 

November 1862. 3 On March 26th of the same year, a 

messenger was sent to the court of the Deb and Dharma rajas 

of Bhutan. The messenger informed the Bhutanese of the 

intentions of the British to send a mission. They requested 

the Bhutanese to suggest a route. A Bengali by the name of 

Mokundo Das was sent to Bhutan, but he did not return even 

after £ive months. There seems to have been a deliberate 

effort to delay the mission. By this measure, the Bhutanese 

probably expected the British to abandon the idea of sending 

the mission. But the British decided not to wait any 

longer. Before Mokundo Das or any communication arrived 

£rom Bhutan, the Bengal goverment wrote on October 11th 

that the mission should leave no later than 

112 5 th December and should proceed f rom Darj eeling 
across the Teesta and march directly by the best and 
shortest route to Tassisudon or ~oonakha".~ 

* Ibid.. P. 133 
Ibid.. P. 8 

' Ibid., P. 9 



Another messenger was sent announcing the name of the envoy 

and the route he would be taking. 

In 1863 Ashley Eden was appointed to lead the mission 

into Bhutan. Eden took with him a draft treaty and 

instructions to induce the Bhutanese to sign the treaty. 

The British intentions were quite clear in the letter to 

Eden £rom Colonel Durrand, secretary to the government of 

India on September 25th, 1863, 

l'On a r r i v a 1  a t  the c o u r t  o f  Bootan,  you w i l l  p r e s e n t  t o  
the D e b  and Dhum R a j a s  the c r e d e n t i a l s  with which  you 
h a v e  a l r e a d y  been  f u r n i s h e d .  . . . . . af t e r  wh ich  you  w i l l  
p r o c e e d  to  endeavour  t o  c a r r y  o u t  the i m p o r t a n t  
p o l i  t i c a l  measures  for  the accompl i shment  o f  w h i c h  you  
a r e  depu  t e d .  . . . . But  i n  the event o f  the Boo t a n  
government  r e f u s i n g  t o  do s u b s t a n t i a l  j u s t i c e .  . . you  
w i l l  w i thdxaw from B o o t a n ,  and i n f o r m  the B o o t a n  
Government t h a t  i t  m u s t  n o t  be s u r p r i s e d  i f ,  on 
l e a r n i n g  the f a i l x e  o f  i t s  m i s s i o n  t o  o b t a i n  
r e a s o n a b l e  s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  the B r i  t i sh  governmen t d e c i d e  
t h a  t Ambaree F a l l a c o t  tah s h a l l  be p e r m a n e n t l y  annexed  
t o  the B r i t i s h  d o m i n i o n s ,  and t h a t  i n  the event o f  
f u t u r e  a g g r e s s i o n s ,  e i  ther wi t h i n  B r i  t i sh  terri tories 
or the terri tories o f  the R a j a s  o f  S i k k i m  and Cooch 
B e h a r ,  the B r i t i s h  government  w i l l  adop t  s u c h  m e a s u r e s  
a s  u n d e r  the c i r c u m s t a n c e s  may  be deemed n e c e s s a r y  for 
the p r o t e c t i o n  o f  i t s  own s u b j e c t s ,  and the s u b j e c t s  
and terri tory  o f  i t s  s u b o r d i n a t e  a l l i e s l l .  

The Bhutanese Government had little or no alternative. 

From this letter, addressed to Eden, it was quite obvious 

that the British rneant to leave as little room as possible 

for negotiations. The British were not fully ignorant 

concerning the political climate in Bhutan. They were also 

probably aware that there was no single authority in the 

country capable of doing 'substantial justice ' to their 

s Papers Relating to Bootan., P. 141 
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demands. The fact that power in Bhutan rnoved like a pendulum 

between the Paro and Trongsa penlops was also known by the 

British. 

There was indeed no stability in the centre. Within a 

short span of time a number of Debs rajas had corne into 

power and were either removed or died soon thereafter. No 

one person had been able to maintain authority long enougn 

to bring stability to the goverment. Yet it was at this 

precise time that the British insisted on sending the 

mission. 

By the beginning of November, 1863, the messenger, 

Mokundo Das arrived carrying a letter £rom the Deb raja. 

The Deb Raja had written to Say that the Dharma raja was not 

ready to receive the mission. But at the same tirne he 

expressed his willingness for talks regarding the Dooars, an 

alternative that was ignored. He mentioned that the 

district of Ambaree Fallacottah nad been offereü to the 

Dharma raja by the raja of Julpigooree, " f o r  the worship of 

the MohokolM (Mahakali or Penden Lhamo, one of Bhutanrs 

chief deity) . Regarding the aggressions in the f rontier, 

the Deb wrote that they were not solely responsible for 

every crime that was committed. Indeed the British failed 

to submit a list of the so-called Bhutanese culprits, as was 

requested by the Bhutanese. 

It was confirmed that the Bhutanese were not entirely 

responsible for the disturbances in the frontier. The diary 



of the deputy commissioner of Gowalpara, as well as an 

extract £rom a semi-official letter £rom the officiating 

agent, Cooch Behar dated October 31st, 1863, also released 

the Bhutanese from al1 responsibility. In this letter, he 

wrote about the cornplaint of a Wery respectable-looking old 

gentïemanu, who had his estate within Bhutanese territories, 

and was recently robbed by a gang of dacoits from Cooch 

Behar. One of them was caught and brought before the Cooch 

Behar authorities, who turned the case against him and had 

him put behind bars. He eventually rnanaged to escape by 

bribes. He describes the disturbed state of affairs in the 

Dooars as a result of the chaotic situation in the centre 

and the lack of a single authority.' 

By the 10th of November, Eden wrote to the Bhutanese 

authorities £rom Darjeeling concerning the mission. 

not yet received a reply. In that l e t t e r  Eden wrote 

was already in Darjeeling. He requested that the 

Darlingcote Soubah be ordered to receive hirn at the 

frontier. Eden demanded that the authorities shoufà 

" o r d e r e d  t o  have some coolies ready  t o  carry on 

Xe had 

that he 

also be 

the 
baggage of the camp. I (Eden)  added that if they did 
not d o  this  I s h o u l d  be c o m p e l l e d  t o  report t o  m y  
g o v e r m e n t  t h a t  no arrangements  had been made,  and 
their n e g l e c t  would  be c o n s i d e r e d  a b r e a c h  of 
f r i e n d s h i p n 7  

Ede~, Honf b l e  Fshley: Fteport 02 the scdte of 3 0 0 t . z ~  
- 7 
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This was hardly the most diplornatic wzy of announcing 

the arriva1 of a foreign mission. The letter was sent even 

before their own messenger Mukondo Das had returned £rom 

Bhutan. When he finally did return, the letter £rom Bhutan 

conveyed the reluctance of the Bhutanese to receive a 

British mission, especially under such difficult political 

circumstances. But by then, the British were determined to 

send the envoy and the only choice left to the Bhutanese was 

to accept or reject the mission. By choosing the latter, 

Bhutan would have to face the risk of losing more than what 

had already been lost. 

While sitting in Darjeeling, awaiting a reply from 

Bhutan, Eden did his homework on the country, Eden found 

out that Bhutan was, indeed in a state of ânarchy. Although 

wildly distorted Eden mentions, in his report, the rebellion 

of Darlung Tobgyal against the desi, when the desi failed to 

keep his promise to appoint him (Darlung Tobgyal) as the 

Wangdue dzongpon. Darlung Tobgyal, with the help of Jigrne 

Namgyal, managed to remove the desi. They were now the two 

most powerful men in Bhutan. Yet Eden seemed surprisingly 

optimistic about the reception of the British mission. 

Apparently, wherever he went, he met with people who made 

loud complaints about the oppressive Bhutanese rule. 

According to Eden, if the British did not corne to the rescue 
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soon, these oppressed people would go and settle in British 

territory. 6 

After the war and the annexation of the Dooars, it was, 

however, revealed by sorne people at the border that they 

really had no cornplaints about the rule of the Bhutanese. 

In fact it was revealed that the Bhutanese hardly ever came 

out of the hills except during the short winter seasons. 

Unfortunately such information came too late. Nonetheless, 

it does reveal that the Bhutanese did have a good case 

regarding the administration of the Dooars. They still had 

loyal subjects and not al1 took advantage of the situation 

in the Centre. 

A number of factors contributed to the failure of the 

Bhutanese to use the support of these people. First, and 

most importantly was the confusion and the constant fighting 

in the centre. While the British were at Bhutants 

threshhold, ready to take a large part of the rnost fertile 

region, the Bhutanese proved to be their ow-n worst enemy. 

There was definitely very little unity, and whatever unity 

existed, was devoted towards securing a position for 

themselves in the centre, not at the borders. 

Geography also played another important part in this 

Southern region. It was as equally inaccessible and 

unfriendly as were the Mountains in the north. Very few 

Bhutanese ever made a visit to the south in the Summer. 

= Papers Relating to Bootan, P. 143 



1 2 9  

Fear of malaria kept them away. They only came out in the 

short winter months, when it became absolutely necessary for 

trade purposes. For the same reason, the Dooars within 

Bhutanese jurisdiction was scantily populated, compared with 

the number of people who chose to settle in the region that 

fell under India. 

The British were informed that the Bhutanese 

authorities were not adverse to a British mission, but the 

delay to make preparations was caused by the unsettled 

political atrnosphere in Bhutan. The severity of the 

situation was obvious. Even the coolies were not willing to 

venture into Bhutan at such a time - not even under a 

British banner. The difficulty Eden faced in getting 

coolies to carry the baggage spelled doom for the mission. 

~lthough the Cheeboo Lama of Sikkim, who acted as 

interpreter, was able to provide some of his own men, they 

kept deserting the party along the way. The mission finally 

lef t Darjeeling for Bhutan on December 4th, 1863 .' 
Al1 along the way, Eden was met with messengers £rom 

the centre reporting that the time was not right for a 

mission and that he should return. But Eden pressed through 

al1 the obstacles, finally reaching Paro, where the penlop- 

hostile to Jigme Namgyal- treated him well and informed him 

of a nurnber of events in Bhutan. The hostility and petty 

9 Eden, POLITICAL MISSIONS TO BOOTAN, P 57 
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jealousy of the various officers in Bhutan was evident £rom 

what the Paro penlop told Eden concerning Jigme Namgyal. 

Jigme Namgyal, at this time, was no doubt the supreme 

ruler, especially after the short duration of the desi in 

power. He was functioning as both Trongsa penlop, and Lamai 

zirnpon, (Chamberlain to the minor Dhatma raja) . The Jakar 

penlop, Tsondrue Gyaltsen, functioned as both Jakar penlop 

and gongzim. Jigrne Namgyal was also the power behind al1 

the various appointments of officers to the Government. The 

two of them had whatever control there was in their hands. 

The regional rivalry and hostilities had always existed £rom 

a very early time; but this seems to be the first tirne that 

officers £rom Trongsa were becoming a force with which to be 

reckoned. Whether or not Jigme Namgyal was really that 

powerful, feared and hated by the people is difficult to 

determine. 

The mission waited for sixteen days in Paro and still 

received no reply £rom the Darbar, although it was quite 

possible for a letter to reach Punakha in two days. Finally 

Eden decided not to wait any longer and left Paro for 

Punakha on March 10th. On the way they were met by zinkaffs 

asking them to return to Paro. The message that the mission 

had left Paro had actually reached Punakha. Eden refused to 

turn back. He pushed his way into a most hostile and 

sensitive darbar, in Pmakha. Sure enough, Jigme Namgyal 

was the main power behind the throne. 
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The Bhutanese were equally responsible for their 

failure to announce a more definite decision. Yet given the 

political situation of their own country, and faced with the 

mighty power of the British, they had no other alternative. 

They did not want the mission, that much was obvious, even 

to the British. And yet they were not in a position to 

reject a British mission. But this, however, does not 

justify their atrocious behaviour in Punakha. 

Eden finally reached Punakha on 15th of March. There 

was no one to receive them and no preparation was made for 

their camp, despite the fact that the Bhutanese knew the 

mission was coming. Eden writes that no notice was taken of 

them for several days, except for the rice that was sent to 

them by the Thimphu dzongpon, Khasar Tobgyal. He was later 

identified as a relative of Jigme Namgyal. It is not known 

whether Khasar Tobgyal did this little act in defiance of 

Jigme Namgyal, or whether Jigme Namgyal allowed this. In 

al1 probability Khasar Tobgyal acted in accordance with 

Jigme Narngyal's instructions. Eden writes that after 

several days the Cheeboo Lama was called and severely 

reprimanded by the Bhutanese for bringing the British into 

their country. Only then was Eden summoned to meet with 

them. This was on the 17th and not really after several 

days as Eden suggests. The party only rested on the 16th. 

Probably no one paid them a visit on that day. 
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When the council, or the Amlah as it was known then, 

was finally ready to see them, the Bhutanese actually kept 

their guest waiting in the Sun before they were called. 

According to Eden the officers present at Punakha were the 

Thimphu dzongpon, (Khasar Tobgyal), Punakha dzongpon, (Dang 

Tashi), the Debs dewan and the Debs zimpen. The most 

important figure was Jigme Namgyal. The Shung Kalon (the 

advisory councillor) , and Wangdue dzongpon, Darlung Tobgyal 

were absent and only arrived later. Jigme Namgyal 

supposedly dominated the proceedings in Punakha. Since 

neither the Bhutanese nor the officers of the mission could 

speak a cornmon language, both the parties agreed to make the 

cheeboo lama the chief interpreter. 

Eden sent the draft treaty through Cheeboo Lama. The 

Bhutanese did not make any complaints about the various 

clauses of the treaty, except article VIII, regarding the 

stationing of a British agent in Punakha, and article IX, 

recommending free trade. A slight objection about the Assam 

Dooars was raised; but when they were informed that Eden did 

not have the power to negotiate on the issue, the matter was 

dropped. Jigme Namgyal at this tirne does not seem to have 

demanded anything. 

On March Slst, Eden was finally presented before the 

Deb and the Dharma rajahs. On both occasions Jigme Namgyal 

was present. Neither the deb nor the Dharma spoke a single 

word. On both occasions Jigme Namgyal announced that he had 



been given orders to conduct the affairs of the state on 

their behalf, 

When the draft treaty was finally discussed clause by 

clause, Jigme Namgyal dernanded the return of the Assam 

Dooars, much to the surprise of Eden, It was understood on 

the previous day that the discussion of the return of the 

Assam Dooars would not be raised again. It was a closed 

chapter. Yet Jigme Namgyal demanded it re-opened. He 

stubbornly refused to negotiate further if the return of the 

Assam Dooars was not included in the treaty. 

Eden had seen the power of Jigme Namgyal and the fear 

and contempt his fellow officers openly showed him. He 

probably realized that if Jigme Namgyal was adamant about 

the Assam Dooars, there was little hope of the discussion 

making any headway. He decided to leave Punakha 

imrnediately, but the other officers asked him to wait a 

little longer so they could explain their views. The 

officers then went on to explain that only Jigrne Namgyal 

stood to gain £rom the Assam Dooars. Interestingly, Eden 

does not appear surprised at the accusations made by the 

other Bhutanese officers against Jigme Namgyal for not 

having paid any of the revenues from the Assam Dooars for 

the past few years. Jigme Namgyal was allowed to keep the 

revenue of the Assam Dooars in recognition of his successful 

mediation between the Western lords in 1854. There was no 

indication in any of the British records that the English 
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were aware of such a payment to Jigme Namgyal, But, 

however, Eden decided to wait for a few more days on the 

condition that the Assam Dooars would not be discussed, and 

that Jigme Namgyal's participation in the discussion would 

be carefully monitored. 

On March 22nd Eden was informed that things were 

settled satisfactorily. At the meeting, Jigme Namgyal, 

although present, did not Say anything. The draft treaty 

was agreed upon minus articles VI11 and IX which Eden felt 

were safe to delete. The treaty was very quickly translated 

and on the 24th the durbar met once again and the translated 

copies were presented. Eden was amazed when Jigme Namgyai 

suddenly demanded that the Assam Dooars be returned after 

the treaty was signed. Eden was even more shocked in that 

not a single voice was raised in objection to Jigme 

Namgyal's demand. 

What followed after was even more shocking. It is 

difficult to understand such behaviour or even the motives 

behind such an action. It was probably a calculated step to 

insult the British officers, whorn the Bhutanese believed had 

come into their country without an invitation. During a 

break in another tent, Jigme Namgyal actually picked üp a 

large chunk of wet dough and began to rub it on Edens face. 

The Wangdue dzongpon, Darlung Tobgyal, went even further. 

He asked Dr Simpson to chew the pan he took out of his 



mouth. When Simpson refused, he threw it on his face.'" 

Jigme Namgyal and his supporters had crossed al1 lines in 

Punakha. It maybe interesting to speculate whether Jigme 

Namgyal did what he did to prove a point to his rivals in 

the country. Could he have possibily carried out this act 

of his to make his native opponents feel intimidated by his 

power. Whatever may have been his intentions, it was 

obvious that things were getting out of hand and no solution 

was imminent. Jigme Namgyal was not willing to negotiate on 

anything until the return of the Assam Dooars was agreed 

upon. 

The next day Cheeboo lama was called and was given a 

paper. Eden thought that it was the letter that Jigme 

Namgyal wanted to write to the Governor General. He said 

that he would convey the letter and asked for their 

passports and supplies, since they wished to leave 

immediately. The British officers were in for another 

shock, when they were told that they could not leave without 

first signing it. The paper actually turned out to be a 

treaty 

"which stated that the government of India should re- 
adjust the whole boundary between the two countries, 
return the Assam Dooars, pay compensation at the rate 
of three lacks for each year since the resumption and 
deliver up al1 runaway slaves and political offenders 
who had taken refuge in Our territory. 11"  

'O Papers Relating to Bootan, P. 153-154 
- - 
- -  Ibid,, P.  154 
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Eden refused to sign, maintaining that he had no authority 

to do so, Jigme Namgyal became furious and scolded the 

Cheeboo lama for bringing the English into Bhutan for his 

own gain, warning that he would suffer for it. He even 

threatened to imprison both of them and, 

"said that we had come without any invitation, ar~i 
having done so must take the consequences; that we 
should now see that we could net "sit on the headsu of 
the Bootanesew . l2 

After much deliberation, Eden decided to sign the 

treaty forwarded by Jigme Namgyal, as the safest and the 

only means of escape out of the hostile country. On the 

27th of March, Eden made known his decision to sign the 

treaty in the presence of the Deb and the Dharma Rajah. He 

then distributed the presents for the various officers. 

Eden should have opened bis negotiations with the 

distribution of the presents. 

On the 29th, Eden signed the treaty in the presence of 

the Deb and the Dharma rajahs but not without putting the 

words "Under Comp~lsion~~ beneath his signature. They then 

received scarves, prayers and blessings for a safe return to 

India. They took a letter for the Governor General, three 

ponies and pieces of silk as presents £ r o m  the two rajahs. 

The mission moved quickly. Even before they reached Indian 

soi1 they were informed that Bhutan was once again caught in 

'* I b i d .  , P .  154  



a civil war. The hostilities had ceased only for as long as 

the mission was present in Punakha. 

It is strange that both Pemberton in 1837-'38 and 

Eden in 1864 insisted on preceding al1 the way into Bhutan 

at the precise moment the country was rocked by civil war. 

Pemberton made a long and detailed tour and survey of the 

country, much to the surprise of the unsuspecting Bhutanese. 

Eden pushed his way in despite repeated messages that he was 

not wanted. Even the British knew that the time was not 

right. 

Maybe the time was perfect for their grand scale policy 

in the Himalayan region. If the latter notion is to be 

entertained, then the next question must be, just how much 

did the Bhutanese, or Jigrne Namgyal, play right into their 

hands? If the British had been sincere in their intent to 

secure just a treaty, then Jigme Namgyal stands out as the 

main antagonist, directly responsible for the war. If the 

mission was just an excuse then the Bhutanese officerls 

hardline policy and insolent behaviour gave them the perfect 

cause to seek compensation and revenge. Either way one 

interprets the happenings in Punakha, Jigme Namgyal stands 

out as the main obstacle. Eden's persona1 opinion of Jigme 

Namgyal paints an even darker picture. 

No Bhutanese records exist of the proceedings in 

Punakha in March 1864. The best source of information 

regarding the misunderstanding in Punakha could have been 
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provided by the interpreter, Cheeboo lama, as he spoke the 

common language and would have understood both the 

perspectives. But unfortunately little is heard of the man 

in Anglo-Bhutanese affairs after he accompanied the team to 

Punakha . 
Jigme Namgyal cannot be blamed for the failure of the 

mission, or for the Anglo-Bhutanese war, despite his 

arrogant and haughty behaviour towards Eden. It was evident 

that Anglo-Bhutanese relations, especially over the frontier 

issues, could not have been solved without a clash of arms. 

It was also evident that the Bhutanese were aware of the 

might and power of the British Empire and the military 

strength. One of the letters £rom the Wangdu dzongpon to 

his men during the war fell into British hands. In that 

letter the dzongpon clearly refers to the British as, "al1 

country destroying English" which means the Bhutanese were 

aware of British colonization of India. What one will never 

know, however, is why the Bhutanese continued their 

daredevil raids ont0 British-Indian soil, even after their 

knowledge of British military might. One possible 

explanation could be that the people who carried out the 

raids, whether Bhutanese or Indian, were uneducated, 

farmers, peasants and drifters with limited knowledge and 

resources. 

Once in India the treaty was considered invalid, 

although the Bhutanese thought otherwise. They seem to have 



believed that Eden had signed in al1 sincerity and good 

faith. The exchange of gifts and presents in the last few 

days also confirmed Eden's sincerity. Even the British 

officers were of the opinion that Eden's acceptance of the 

presents for the Governor General was seen as an indication 

of good faith and that the old animosities were forgiven. 

On the other hand, Eden and Cheeboo lama did not inform the 

Bhutanese that Eden was only signing under compulsion. The 

two words beneath his signature would carry great 

significance once the treaty reached India. 

Eden also faced criticism from his own officers in 

India. There were three major blunders on the part of Eden. 

i) "He seems to have pushed on ahead, leaving the 
presents to be brought up afterwards, whereas he 
was told to open his negotiations by delivering 
the presents. " 

ii) l'He commenced his negotiations by delivering to 
the durbar a copy of the draft treaty .... although 
several of the clauses were alternatives. ... It 
is remarkable that the only clauses to which 
formal objection was made, however insincere and 
treacherous the durbar may have been, were those 
articles (8 and 9 )  on which government entertained 
doub t s . . l1 

iii) "Although the envoy marked the document as signed 
under compulsion, he gave the durbar no reason to 
believe that he had done so; on the contrary, the 
papers appear to have been signed with al1 the 
formalities of a voluntary engagement, and the 
envoy accepted presents for the governor 
general . l 3  

Ashley Eden's Mission was in every sense a disaster. 

But for the Bhutanese, bigger disasters were in store for 

the future. They had crossed the line in their insolent 



behaviour to British officers and to an empire at the peak 

of its Imperia1 glory. It was most unlikely that the 

British would ever tolerate such insults £rom a small and 

powerless country like Bhutan. As would be expected, the 

British felt that 

"It is necessary, however, that we should do something, 
both to punish the leading men in Bootan, and secure th 
frontiers of Bengal and Assam £rom insult and 
injury. >'14 

Hostilities towards Bhutan commenced as soon as Eden 

presented his report on the complete failure of the mission. 

Ashley Eden, in his report on Bhutan, presented three 

alternatives to the British Goverment for punishment of the 

Bhutanese, 

"1st. The permanent occupation of the whole country. 
2d. The temporary occupation of the whole country, to 
be followed by the withdrawal of the occupying force 
after destroying al1 the forts, and letting the people 
see and feel our power to reach them at any future 
time. 3d. The permanent occupation of that tract at 
the foot of the hills called the Dooars and Jelpesh"." 

Eden's E i r s t  two proposals were rejected as Sir Charles 

wrote that he was adverse to the idea of sending British 

forces into Bhutan for the sole purpose of destroying the 

forts of the Bhutanese chiefs. The third proposal, or the 

permanent occupation of the Dooars, was approved as 

'4 Ibid., P. 146 

:' Eden's Report in Papers Relating to Bootan., P. 162 



"it places us in a most advantageous position to deal 
with any government which may be establishedn in 
Bhutan. l6 

On June 9th 1864 a letter was addressed to the Deb raja 

of Bhutan informing him that the British would not tolerate 

the insults to which the British envoy was subjected, and 

that they were not prepared to let their subjects on the 

frontier suffer on account of 

"the insubordination of your chiefs and the interna1 
distinctions which weaken the governrnent of Bootan."" 

The district of Ambaree Fallacottah was permanently annexed. 

They were further warned that if they did not deliver the 

captive subjects of the British, Cooch Bihar and Sikkim, and 

restore al1 property stolen within three rnonths, the British 

would have to take further measures. 

But even before any reply was to corne frorn Bhutan the 

British began strengthening their border security forces and 

gathered much military intelligence regarding the geography 

of the country, the people and the population and the best 

route for the movement of troops. Captain W . H . J  Lance was 

assigned to the Bhutan mission of 1864. He was able to 

provide a first hand, detailed military report on Bhutan, 

including a list of the basic Bhutanese words and rneanings. 

When the reply finally came £rom Bhutan, it w a s  as 

evasive as before. Again the Dharma raja maintained that 
- - 

' 6  Papers Relating to Bootan., P. 220-221 

'' Lbid., P. 225 
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the Bhutanese were not solely responsible for the raids at 

the Dorder. Regarding the treatrnent of the mission, he 

insists that he had instructed the council to treat the 

envoy with fairness but they s e m  to have surpassed his 

orders. In his letter he ignored the threat £rom the 

British. Instead he offered fresh negotiations, to receive 

a new envoy or even send his own. There was no response 

f rom the Deb raja. 

The British did not write to ask for an explanation, 

nor did they desire fresh negotiations. It was an ultimatum 

which the Bhutanese did not understand. They simply ignored 

it cornpletely. It is a matter of speculation as to whether 

or  not the Bhutanese and the British had a good interpreter. 

At the end of every translated letter £rom Bhutan are the 

words "truc translationH, but the name of the translator is 

not mentioned. Also in the insufficient Bhutanese records, 

there was no mention of any Bhutanese who was well versed in 

Thoekeyl and English. Did the Bhutanese think that the 

British were not serious, or could they have simply 

misunderstood the British ultimatum? 

But the British would not wait to find out if the 

Bhutanese misinterpreted their message. The meaning and the 

warning in the letter was clear. The British did not waste 

time and al1 military preparations towards Bhutan were 

cornplete by the end of November, 1864. The Dooars were to 

be annexed by two colurnns; the right column £rom the east 



under Brigadier-General Mulcaster and the left colurnn in the 

West under the command of Brigadier-General Dunsford (see 

map 3). The annexation of the Bengal Dooars met with little 

or no resistance- The British troops simply walked £rom one 

Bhutanese outpost to another which had been abandoned. It 

was not the bravest of things to do, but most certainly a 

wise choice. It would have been foolish to resist a British 

army with a handful of unarmed men. 

The scene was very different in the East. No one, 

especially the British, expected the sudden turn of events. 

Ernphasis will be laid on the campaign in the East because 

not only was the British advance checked in Eastern Bhutan, 

but Jigme Namgyal had a major role to play in the second 

Anglo-Bhutanese war of 1864-'65 in Dewangiri. 

In the Eastern campaign, Colonel Campbell and 

Brigadier-General Mulcaster crossed the Brakimaputra river in 

Gauhati. On the 2nd of Decernber, they established camp in 

Kumerikata, some fifteen miles £rom Dewangiri." Captain 

Macdonald was sent in advance with a small force. On the 

lOth, the rest of the troops pushed through the pass where 

they were met with a shower of arrows, stones and jingals. 

One man was even wounded. The next day news reached 

Mulcaster £rom Captain Macdonald. Dewangiri had been taken 

by his men. Apparently Dewangiri was taken only after some 

'hennie, D - F :  Bhotan and t h e  Storv of the Dooar 
War. (John Murray; 1866. repr. Manjusri, New Delhi, 1970) . 
P. 185. 



resistance £rom the Bhutanese. Macdonald, on reaching the 

place, was treated politely. Just when he thought the 

people were going to surrender, he came across a well 

guarded stonehouse with excellent breastwork. He was 

suddenly welcomed 

Iiby a volley of arrows, Stones and a single jingal 
shotil 

from which one of his men was fatally wounded. 19 

The men that Macdonald encountered in Dewangiri were, "fair 

complexioned, stout and exceedingly well made menu' 20 And 

very brave too, as he was met by a singular Bhutanese, 

"a remarkably fine man [who] leapt over the breastwork, 
armed with a spear, and made a rush at him. As he 
advanced he was shot dead . . . .  ii 2 1  

On the 17th of December the troops in Dewangiri split up. 

Colonel Campbell was left in Dewangiri along with Six 

companies of the 43rd Assam light Infantry and two mountain 

train howitzers. 22 The rest of the party left with 

Brigadier-General Mulcaster. 

Rumours of a Bhutanese attack were heard well before 

their actual appearance at the scene. Yet somehow the 

British were not ready to believe that the Bhutanese would 

Ibid.. 

Ibid., 

2 2 Minutes of Proceedings, Royal Artillery 
Institution. Vol V., also Departmental papers, Military 
Collections 1850-1950. BHUTAN EXPEDITION, 1865. ( No 95 of 
1865) . (Oriental and India Of fice Library) . 
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ever fight back to reclairn their lost territory. They were 

confident that the small force undor Colonel Campbell was 

more than enough to repel the Bhutanese if they should ever 

make an attempt to fight back. The earliest information of 

a Bhutanese counter-attack was extorted £rom a fourteen year 

old native of Dewangiri called Bandu, who was employed by 

the Dewangiri raja and was even taken to Saleeka (where the 

raja was then living after vacating Dewangiri) to look after 

the raja's cattle. 

Bandu had managed to escape £rom Saleeka to be with his 

fmily in Dewangiri. The British interrogated hirn and came 

to know that the Dewangiri raja had written to Jigme Namgyal 

about the loss of Dewangiri and asked him for further 

instruction. The raja was duely informed by the Trongsa 

penlop that he, himself would reach Saleeka within nine days 

of the receipt of the letter, with a force of about three 

thousand men to re-take Dewangiri £rom the British. About a 

hundred men were positioned to guard the road to Trongsa and 

the I1Chota Deahu pass. It was here that the British had its 

water source, which was carried to their camp by means of a 

wooden aqueduct . 23 Colonel Campbell reques ted 

reinforcements to be sent to Dewangiri if Jigme Namgyal was 

going to arrive there with three thousand men. But the 

British did not believe that Jigme Namgyal would corne in 

t 3 From T.T.S. Driberg to Metcalfe, Dewangiri 26th 

December 1864. Military Collections, Bhutan Expedition. 



person, Though it was possible that Jigrne Namgyal was 

reinforcing the Dewangiri raja in Saleeka- they again 

thought it impossible that the Trongsa penlop could actually 

recruit three to £ive thousand men. 

But on the night of the 29th of January, Captain 

Macdonald wired £rom Kumerikata that Dewangiri had been 

attacked early that morning by some two thousand Bhutanese. 

The British camp in Dewangiri was awoken by some strange 

sound early on the morning of the 29th of January. They 

found some Bhutanese cutting the ropes of the tent. 

Immediately the alarm was sounded. The Bhutanese escaped 

but the troops fired in the direction of the Bhutanese. 

This went on until dawn. Lieutenant Urquart was killed, 

Lieutenant Storey was wounded, four other men wounded and 

thirty-one killed. The Bhutanese loss was estimated at 

about sixty men. 24 

Colonel Campbell wrote the British base and reported 

the day's fighting. He mentioned that, although the 

Bhutanese had been driven back they had lodged themselves at 

a strategic position to the east of the British camp and 

that he was unable to dislodge them. He desperately asked 

for immediate reinforcement. 2 5 The Bhutanese attack had 

24 Rennie, P. 196-197 

25 From Capt Norman assistant QMS Dooar Field Force to 
QMS H/Q Calcutta, Gowhatty, 4th February. (Military 
Collections) Bhutan Expedition 1865. 
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indeed been conducted by the Trongsa penlop, Jigme Namgyal 

himself, just as he said he would. 

The British had earlier received a letter £rom Jigme 

Namgyal but since no one could read IChoekey1 it was sent to 

Sikkim to have it translated and then returned. The letter 

had been a warning £rom Jigme Namgyal, asking the British to 

leave Dewangiri. If not, he was ready to fight for its 

recovery. The translation of the letter was delayed, and 

moreover, the British did not take the Bhutanese threat 

seriously. The information about the size of the troops 

that Jigme Namgyal was recruiting also proved true. A 

letter found on "an exceedingly fine old man, ..mortally 

wounded and taken prisonerl1 and supposed to be Jigme 

Namgyalls secretary proved to be details of the distribution 

of labour and provision. 26 

The British records maintain that most of the men who 

fought in Dewangiri were Tibetans, recruited £rom the Kham 

district of Tibet. But the Bhutanese do not believe this 

version. They maintain that they were al1 Bhutanese 

recruited £rom Eastern Bhutan. Many of the lords and local 

chiefs owed allegiance to Trongsa and Jigme Namgyal. 

Politically Jigme Namgyal had united the East and brought it 

under the authority of the Trongsa penlop. Jigme Namgyal 

also belonged to the family of Dungkhar Choeji. 

Pemalingpals descents had moved throughout the East. In 

2 6 Rennie, P. 197  



most places they enjoyed much power, politically and 

spiritually. The British sources gave a list of the 

Bhutanese chiefs assembled in Dewangiri under Jigme Namgyal. 

They were, 

"The Tassgong Zoompoon, (Trashigang dzongpon) 
The Tassangsee Zoompoon, (Trashi Yangtse dzongpon) 
The Jugur Zoompoon, (wounded), (Jakar dzongpon,Tsondrue 

Gyal tsen) 
The Jougar Zoompoon, (Shongar dzongpon) 
The Jamgoonga Zoompoon, (Shemgang?) 
The Shemritshee (the name of his residence) 

Zoompoon, ( ? ) 
The Lama Zoompoon, £rom Dempchee, (lama Sonarn Dondup) 
The Dewangiri Rajah 
The Tongoo Penlow or Pillo, (Jigme Namgyal) . 27 
It was an assembly of Eastern chiefs, al1 shâring a 

common ancestor and solidarity in the protection of their 

homeland. There was a remarkable show of unity and family 

ties. If the British accounts of Jigme Namgyalls 

unpopularity are to be believed it could not have been in 

Eastern Bhutan. The jealousy and hostility must have 

existed in Western Bhutan where there was always a scramble 

for power . 
When war broke out in Bhutan, Jigme N c r m g y a l  immediately 

made preparations to fight the British. There are few 

recorded Bhutanese accounts of so momentous a campaign. 

Whatever exist is not only rneagre but very different £rom 

the British accounts. In the absence of recorded accounts 

it is probable that rnuch imagined detail may have found its 

2 7 From Capt Norman, DFF to the QMG, 9th February 1865. 
(Military Collection) Bhutan Expedition. 
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way into the information that has filtered to the present 

generation. But such accounts cannot be dismissed as a 

figrnent of somebodyfs imagination. Similarly one cannot 

rely entirely on the accuracy of the British records. 

Jigme Namgyal left for Dewangiri via Burntha to Yongla 

and to Dewangiri. He was accompanied by the Jakar penlop 

Tsondrue Gyaltsen, Drametse Lama Sonam Dondup, and the 

Padshah rajah who insisted on joining the Bhutanese forces. 

Jigme Namgyal performed many rituals in the monasteries on 

the way £rom Trongsa to Dewangiri, offering prayers to his 

protecting deities, Jigme Namgyal established camp in 

Dewangiri at a strategic position with a good view of the 

British camp. An interesting event, which is not to be 

found in any of the British records, tells of Jigme Namgyal 

watching the British camp through his binoculars. The 

Padshah rajah is believed to have identified the British 

officers. Jigme Namgyal then placed his gun on his 

forehead, of fered prayers, and f ired. He was believed to 

have shot a British officer. 

The Bhutanese believe anothex interesting true account 

of the heroic story of Wamrongpa Thongley. Thongley, a 

recruit maybe as his name suggests, came from Wamrong under 

Trashigang district. He saw the British army approaching on 

elephants (the officers maybe) through the dense forests. 

Thongley is believed to have charged forward, waving his 

pata (sword) wildly in the air and cut the trunk off an 



elephant, The animal went wild with pain and in the 

confusion trampled a few British soldiers. It is surprising 

that the British does not have a record of this incident 

although they did record the brave but rather foolish, act 

of a singülar soldier, who charged at Captain Macdonald. 

But this Thongley is r3re than an imagined hero, as he was 

later recognized and rewarded by Jigrne Namgyal. Thongley 

was taken to Punakha and is even believed to have served as 

Punakha dzongpon and eventually retired in Lurnokha. His 

descendents are now rnostly living in ~himphu. 

According to Bhutanese sources, it was the firing from 

Jigme Namgyal which drove panic through the enemy camp and 

forced them into a hasty retreat. But the British made 

their retreat much later after the first skimish on the 

morning of January 30th,1865. The Bhutanese, by the 3rd, 

had managed to build a stockade within six hundred yards of 

the British camp and kept a constant watch on the moves of 

the enemy. Their position gave them a comrnand of the entire 

ridge. They had also succeeded in gaining possession of the 

"mouth of the Durrungah pass, cutting off communication by 

it with the plainsw. 29 Colonel Campbell wrote to Mulcaster 

2 e Lopon Padma Tsewang., former Director of the 
National Library and the author of "The History of Bhutanu 
1994. Personal interview with the author at his residence 
in Thimphu on 3rd September 1996 at 10:OO.a.m. 

2 9 Rennie, P. 198 



on the 30th and asked for immediate reinforcement. The 

British had no doubt underestimated the Bhutanese. 

The Lieutenant Governor in Calcutta had earlier 

disrnissed the need to involve a big force against Bhutan. 

He had even written to Say that it was 

"utterly impossible that such a country as Bootan, with 
a population imperfectly, insufficiently and 
barbarously armed,- the general a m  being the bow and 
arrow, and the exceptional one, the matchlock, the 
j ingall and perhaps a stray ri£ f l e 1 l Z 0  

should cal1 for a reinforcement. But Colonel Campbell 

repeated his requests and was eventually answered. 

Reinforcement was finally sent. However, the main pass was 

in the hands of the Bhutanese and Captain Cunliffe, who was 

bringing up the reinforcement and munition, could not take 

the risk of such a large amount of munition falling into 

the hands of the Bhutanese. He returned to the base in 

The Bhutanese, £rom their position, were able to cut 

off the water supply, which was carried £rom the source 

through barnboo pipes and wooden aqueducts. The British on 

the other hand began to face an acute shortage of men and 

munition. Under such a situation Colonel Campbell, on the 

5th of January, ordered a retreat late at night. An orderly 

retreat was planned and the Bhutanese themselves were not 

3 O Letter £rom the Military Department Calcutta, dated 
21st February 1 8 6 5 .  (Military Collections) Bhutan 
Expedi tion . 
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aware of the retreat until quite late. Once the Bhutanese 

were alerted, they chased the British army down into the 

dense, dark jungle. The men under Colonel Campbell were 

mostly Indian. They were unaccustorned to the hilly terrain 

yet had to run down hiIl through an iinfamiliar territory, 

with a group of ferocious, angry men carrying huge 

firebrands, at their heels. It must have been an awful, 

frightening experience even for soldiers. Although an 

orderly retreat was planned, the men went out of control and 

the retreat was one of chaos and confusion, Some of the 

sick and wounded were left behind. They abandoned one of 

the guns. The soldiers were unable to carry the other gun 

any longer, and not wishing the Bhutanese to find it, they 

intentionally threw it off a cliff. However, both guns were 

retrieved and Jigrne Namgyal had them taken to Trongsa. 

The British learned £rom this unpleasant surprise that 

the Bhutanese they encountered in Dewangiri deserved more 

credit than earlier accorded. On the Sth, General Mulcaster 

£rom his camp in Kurnerikata wrote to the Head Quarters in 

Calcutta that 

'The Booteas at any rate of Eastern Bootan appear to 
have a power of combination and a military organization 
very different from what was represented, and 1 do not 
think we have any right to calculate on their confining 
themselves to the hills, and 1 beg to urge the 
necessity of reinforcements being sent up. 1 t 3 2  

3 2 From Mulcas ter, Camp Runghea Thannah, to the 
Adjutent General, A m y  Head Quarters, Calcutta,- 5th 
February 1865. (Military Collections) Bhutan Expedition. 



Much of the credit goes to Jigrne Namgyal for organizing 

this army and reclaiming Dewangiri. The opinion of the 

British officers and men who had encountered him in 

Dewangiri were very favourable and they do not make hirn out 

to be as objectionable as he was made out to be by Eden. 

Soon after the British evacuation of Dewangiri, he sent a 

letter to the British camp in Kumerikata inquiring after the 

health of the Bhutanese prisoners. He also informed them 

that the British prisoners were fine and well treated in 

Bhutan. He went to the extent of enclosing some money to 

cover the cost of a reply, 

After driving the British out of Dewangiri, the 

Bhutanese conducted a series of attacks along the entire 

line of hi11 outposts right to Chamoorche, On the 25th they 

attacked Bishensing but were beaten back. The Bhutanese 

themselves suffered the loss of several men. On the 26th 

they threatened Buxa, and on the 27th an attempt was made on 

Tazagong . 3 3  The main disadvantage of the Bhutanese was 

their lack of proper weapons. Yet even with their crude and 

primitive arms they were able to put up a brave front and 

gave the British a good battle. 

The news of the sudden and unexpected change of events 

reached Calcutta and the British at once made preparations 

for fresh battles, not only to regain Dewangiri but more 

- -- - 
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importantly to reclaim their lost prestige after the 

embarrassrnent of Dewangiri. The change started right from 

the top. The two commanding officers, general Dunsford and 

Mulcaster were relieved. Brigadier-General Tombs took 

command of the Right Column and Brigadier-General Tytler was 

appointed as the new commanding officer of the Left column, 

"The 3rd Battery of the 25th Brigade Royal Artillery 
and the 29th Punjaub Infantry were ordered to 
Gowhatty to operate against ~ewangirill.'~ 

On 7th March, Tombs arrived in Gauhati and began to 

prepare for a fresh assault on Dewangiri. Frorn there he 

marched on to Kurnerikata and waited for the arriva1 of the 

European Artillery and Infantry. While in Kumarikata, two 

messengers of the British came back £rom Dewangiri with a 

very favourable impression of the Trongsa penlop, news of 

the good condition of the British prisoners, and a letter 

f rom Jigrne Namgyal which read, 

" You  a r e  w a n t i n g  D e w a n g i r i  a g a i n ,  b u t  f rom whom did y o u  
receive p e r m i s s i o n  t o  t a k e  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  i t ,  when y o u  
f irst  c a p t u r e d  i t ?  You w i l l  ei ther have t o  f i g h t  w i t h  
u s  or w r i t e  a l e t t e r  t o  the Dhurma R a j a ,  i f  y o u  a r e  
d e s i r o u s  t o  r e c o v e r  D e w a n g i r i .  I f  he g i v e s  i t  t u  y o u ,  
then we m u s t  y i e l d .  Apar t  f r o m  the q u e s t i o n  o f  
D e w a n g i r i ,  i t  is o u r  d e s i r e  t o  o b t a i n  possession of the 
l a n d s  f o r m e r l y  h e l d  by u s .  . . . b e c a u s e  when we w e r e  
p o w e r l e s s ,  y o u  took p o s s e s s i o n  o f  D e w a n g i r i  . T h e r e  i s  
no q u a r r e l  a t  ail between us, if y o u  w i l l  a l l o w  u s  t o  
p o s s e s s  the l a n d s  on the former b o u n d a r i e s .  W e  have 
s t a t e d  to  you the o r d e r  of the D h u m a  Raja, d o  a s  y o u  
like". 3 5 
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Despite some of the British officers like Hopkinsonls 

argument against the irnrnediate reoccupation of Dewangiri, 

Tombs was ordered from Calcutta as early as the 23rd of 

March to make a move against Dewangiri. The British were 

also informed by one newly captured Bhutanese prisoner of 

the mood and position of the enemy in Dewangiri. This 

prisoner (probably under pressure) in£ ormed the British of 

the exact location and strength of the Bhutanese both in 

Dewangiri and the other hi11 posts. According to the 

prisoner there was also some disagreement amongst the 

officers under Jigrne Namgyal, in Dewangiri. Apparently some 

of the off icers, especially the Lamai Zimpon, Sonam Dondup 

of Drametse, were against warfare and suggested that the 

Bhutanese should surrender while the time was appropriate. 

Sonam Dondup also requested Jigme Namgyal to sue for peace 

before any more lives were lost. To which Jigrne Namgyal 

replied, 

"if they kill 2,000 1 will bring 4,000, if they kill 
4,000 1 will bring 8,000". 

Another important piece of information that the 

prisoner gave was. that except for a few Khampas, (probably 

persona1 servants of Jigme Namgyal), Jigme Namgyal did not 

have any Tibetans in his force. 3 6 

3 6 From Norman, Assistant QM, Dooar Field Force, to the 
QMG,- Koomreekhatta, the 17th February 1865. (Military 
Collectioris) Bhutan Expedition. 
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Even before the final reoccupation of Dewangiri, the 

British Officers were debating what was to be done with the 

place after it was retaken. They were equally aware that 

the place belonged to Jigme Namgyal as the Trongsa penlop 

and any negotiations with the "more friendly Faro penloptl 

may not meet with any success as it was proved in 1864 when 

Eden himself was in Punakha. 

For the British the reoccupation of Dewangiri would 

basically serve two purposes. Firstly, with the occupation 

of Dewangiri,the British as Eden wrote from Calcutta on the 

14th March, would be able to secure a more "advantageous 

terms of peace." Secondly, they could recover their 

prestige. 

The European Artillery and Infantry reached Gauhati by 

the end of March, and Toms marched irnmediately up the 

passes towards Dewangiri. The British could not prolong the 

reoccupation of Dewangiri due to the impending rainy season, 

or the Monsoon, which would make it impossible for the 

troops to march up to the hills. The malaria infested region 

itself would be more fatal than the casualties O£ a war. 

The British reached Dewangiri at around 8:00 a.m and 

opened fixe approximately 600 yards £rom the Bhutanese camp. 

The camp consisted of three stockades, the centre or the 

main one bigger than the two on its sides, A few rounds 

later the guns were moved in closer and the third round of 

shots were fired £rom within 300 yards of the stockade. 



Orders were given to crawl up the spurs and £ire £rom within 

1 0 0  yards. Then the stockades were stoned. Surprisingly, 

there is no record even £rom the British of a counter £ire 

£rom the Bhutanese, even aftex the second and third round. 

Probably the Bhutanese were not prepared or they had planned 

to surrender and not resist as it was later proved. 

However, the troops stormed into the stockade and 

slaughtered the 1 2 0 - 2 0 0  men who appeared panic stricken, but 

made no move to resist . " 

The British promptly laid the blame on the native 

troops . 
"the British officers did what they could to arrest the 
wholesale butchery going on....as nearly the whole of 
the Bhotanese within the stockade, about 120 in number, 
were put to death: many of those lying d o m  wounded, 
being included in the massacre. The troops who behaved - + . - in this merciless manner were Seiks and Pathansw.-- 

The men in the two side stockade managed to escape. It 

is believed that Jigme Namgyal narrowly escaped death as he 

was caught by the collar of his dress by one of his 

attendants and literally dragged away £rom the scene. But 

the Jakar penlop Tsondrue Gyaltsen was probably in the main 

stockade as he was reported dead. 

On April 2nd. General Tombs sent an electric message to 

Calcutta of the occupation of Dewangiri and reported that 

"not a Bhootea is left alive on the plateau . . . . .  . the 
enemy fought hard until the key of their position fell. 

- - 
" Rennie, P. 2 9 0 - 2 9 3  



Every man in the stockade was killed or taken 
prisonerw. 

The mission was accomplished. Dewangiri was taken and the 

British lbrilliantlyl managed to restore their lost 

prestige. Part of the orders £rom Calcutta in the event of 

the occupation of Dewangiri, was to destroy the place. It 

was unsuitable for the establishment of a base. Therefore, 

as soon as the short and swift battle was won the troops put 

the little settlement to the torch, destroyed alf the 

buildings and property and withdrew £rom the place on the 

6th of April, 1865. 

After the defeat of the Bhutanese in the second Anglo- 

Bhutanese war and the retreat and destruction of Jigme 

Namgyalls forces in Dewangiri, the British made various 

efforts to find the shortest and the safest route into the 

heart of Bhutan. Their intentions were to stonn Punakha and 

Thimphu, if the Bhutanese did not comply with the demands of 

the British. On September 15th, Brigadier General Tytler 

submitted t o  the Government of India a report on the 

possible routes into Bhutan. Once a suitable route was 

discovered, the Foreign Department in Simla on Septernber 

23rd, ordered that, 

"nothing short of absolute subaission, and the 
acceptance of the terms therein laid dom, will avert 
hostilities. On the other hand if you accept the terms 
proposed, and f aithfully adhere to them, you will be 



treated by the British Government with due 
consideration. 

The main terms of the treaty were the annexation of al1 

the Dooars, 

"bordering the districts of Rungpore, Kuch Behar and 
Assam, together with the taluk of Ambaree Fallacottah 
and the hi11 territory on the left bank of the Teestau, 

the surrender of al1 British subjects and the subjects of 

the chiefs of Sikkim and Kuch Behar who are now retained in 

Bhutan against their will, a sum of not exceeding Rs 50,000 

to be paid to the Bhutan Government as compensation for the 

Dooars, the extradition of criminals, free trade and al1 

future disputes between Bhutan, Sikkim and Kuch Behar to be 

referred to the British for arbitrati~n.~' 

The main problem in the execution of the treaty was the 

recovery of the two guns abandoned by the retreating British 

troops in Dewangiri, which were found by the Bhutanese and 

taken to Trongsa. The British demanded the return of the 

guns and threatened to attack again, this time to march 

right into the heart of Punakha or even Trongsa to recover 

them. The Bhutanese agreed to a separate clause that they 

would not be entitled to any money payment before the guns 

were returned. A force under the comrnand of Colonel Bruce 

3 9 From the Foreign Department, Simla the 23rd 
September 1865. (Military Collections). Bhutan Expedition. 

4 O A Short Military Report on Bhutan, issued by the 
~ntelligence Branch of the QM Generalts Department, Simla. 
1906. P. 153-156. 
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was on its way to Sinchula with the purpose of obtaining the 

peace terms or storm into Punakha, if it was so necessary. 

The Deb raja wrote to Colonel Bruce asking him not to come 

beyond Sinchula. He also informed the Colonel that they 

were going to appoint agents to Trongsa and retrieve the 

guns £rom Jigme Namgyal. Colonel Bruce did not mince words 

and clearly informed the Deb raja what the British intenaed 

to do in case of a delay, 

"..when the British forces are al1 assembled ready to 
raise the purdah of your mountains, 1 could no longer 
show the same good intentions towards you. II'' 

In another telegram £rom Colonel Bruce on the same day, 

he mentioned that he had confidential information concerning 

the appointment of an agent to Jigme Namgyal, and that the 

Dharma Raja was optimistic about getting the guns. A very 

interesting twist here reveals the disunity of the 

Bhutanese. Colonel Bruce's confidential informant told him 

that the West was ready to wage wzr against Trongsa to 

recover the two guns if Jigme Namgyal was not willing to 

surrender them. If necessary the British would be requested 

to help within two months, 

Jigme Namgyalls reaction to the pressures for the guns 

is not known. For that matter nothing much is known of him 

after his retreat from Dewangiri, until he appears in the 

4 1 From Colonel Bruce, C.B., Officiating chief civil 

and political officer, Bhootan Dooars, to His Highness the 
Deb Rajah, - (Dated Buxa the 28th September 1865). Military 
Collections, Bhutan Expedition. 
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Bhutanese accounts of his ternporary retreat in Bumtha and 

the voluntary abdication as Trongsa penlop. According to 

Bhutanese sources, both oral accounts as well as Lopon Padma 

Tsewang's Historv of Bhutan and Lopon Nado's Druk K a r D o ,  

Jigme Namgyal is believed to have stepped down as Trongsa 

penlop imrnediately after the war. He appointed his brother, 

Dungkhar Gyaltsen, as Trongsa penlop. He only gave up the 

seat but still retained power. Jigme Namgyal did agree to 

surrender the two guns. Although Punakha, under pressure 

£rom Colonel Bruce, demanded Jigme Namgyal to comply, the 

guns were eventually returned at the request of a certain 

lama £rom Yongla, in Eastern Bhutan, who Jigme Namgyal held 

in great esteern. 

The Treaty of Sinchula was finally signed on November 

11th. 1865. After the treaty was signed, the Deb Zimpon 

rose and made a formal apology on behalf of the Government 

for the insults of fered to Ashley Eden in Punakha in March, 

1864. Meanwhile on December lst, 1865, a telegram was sent 

out of Dewangiri £rom Colonel Richardson. It pertained to 

the visit of the Yongla Lama, who was sent by Jigme Namgyal. 

The lama carried a letter £rom Jigme Namgyal, in which he 

said he would agree to any conditions that the lama might 

reach with Colonel Agnew. The guns and the prisoners were 

to be sent after the conclusion of the meeting and upon the 

lama's return to Trongsa. It is not certain who this lama 

was, but the monastery of Yongla still stands today and is 



very sacred. The lama was also very much liked by the 

British officers in Dewangiri. On the 26th of February, 

1866, a telegram was sent £rom the Government which said, 

"the guns lost at Dewangiri have been restored to Our 
officers by the Bootan chief. The invading force will 
now return". 4 2 

'* From the India Office, ( Further Papers Relating to 
Bootan in continuation of Parliamentary Paper, No 47, of 
1865) , 1866. 



SIX. 

JIGME NAMGYAL 

AND THE POLITICAL UNIFICATION OF BHUTAN. 

On November llth, 1865, the Treaty of Sinchula - was 

signed between the British and the Bhutanese. Jigme Namgyal 

was not present. After the war, Jigme Namgyal appointed 

Ugyenchoelingpa Samdrup as the Jakar dzongpon, after the 

death of Tsondrue Gyaltsen in the battle in Dewangiri. 

Jigme Namgyal resigned as Trongsa penlop and appointed his 

brother, Dungkhar Gyaltsen as the new penlop. He resigned 

£rom active politics and withdrew to a quiet life devoted to 

religion and family matters in the palace of 

Wangduechoeling, Bumtha. 

This was the long overdue break that J i g m e  Namgyal 

needed. Since a young boy, he seemed to have spent al1 of 

his time and effort in the service of the goverment of 

Trongsa. He now took time to practice religion and even to 

make amends after the bloody battle and the lives lost in 

the struggle against the British. While in Bumtha, Jigme 

N a m g y a l  renovated the ancient J a r n b a y  lhakhang, built 

rniraculously by the famous Tibetan king, Songtsen Gonpo. It 

was built for the benefit of the Xunpa peûple (Bhutanese) 

1 Imaeda, Dr Francoise Pomrnaret; HISTORY OF BHUTAN. Parf 
II. 1616 -1926. Unpublished. (Thimphu 1988.) P 87-88. Also 
Aris, Michael; THE RAVEN CROWN: The oricrins of Buddhist 
Monarchv in Bhutan. (Serindia Publications, London, 1994) . P. 
6 4 .  
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around the year 653 A.D. The Lhakhangts 'sertoet, (the 

golden pinnacle on top of al1 temples and monasteries) was 

constructed and installed by Jigme Namgyal. The "Duekhorw 

lhakhang inside was also built and placed in a precise spot, 

as directed by his lama. Tt was blessed and consecrated by 

his brother-in-law, Kunzang Tenpai Nima, the Lhalung 

Sungtrul, (the verbal incarnation), at the time. He also 

constructed the "Dralha" facing South to prevent further 

disturbances. There, he performed many rituals for the well 

being and happiness of the Bhutanese people. Most of these 

were ordered by his lama, Jangchub Tsondrue, but were 

delayed and disturbed by the war of 1864-'65. During this 

short break Jigme Namgyal also took time to go to Tibet on a 

pilgrimage. He visited al1 the sacred places associated 

with Buddhism. Returning to Bhutan, he lived happily and 

peacefully in the palace of Wangduechoeling with his 

children and farnily.' 

There is not much written on the life and achievement 

of Jigme Namgyal. The little that has survived to date are 

oral accounts that have been passed down. He has become a 

legendary figure. His life and achievements are viewed by 

many as the works of an extraordinary man, destined to bring 

about unity and an end to the civil strife. It was no doubt 

an awesome task considering the varied geography of the 

Tsewang, Lopon Padma; HISTORY OF BHUTAN. (Thimphu 
1990). P. 492. Also Aris: Raven Crown, P. 6 4 .  
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country. The situation called for a man of Jigrne Namgyalst 

calibre. Even today, many people remember him with fear. 

They marvel at his physical endurance, the many battles he 

fought, and his diplomacy, even though his contemporaries, 

both in Bhutan and in British-India, did not share the same 

view. 

Jigme Namgyal was both praised and condemned by 

Bhutanese leaders as well as by the British. One can 

understand the contempt of his xivals. They were not only 

jealous of his power and ability to manipulate situations, 

but also his ability to give great leadership to his men. 

The British, especially the Honourable Ashley Eden, who led 

the last disastrous mission to Bhutan, wrote with much 

contempt about Jigme Namgyal. According to Eden, he was 

solely responsible for the failure of the mission. 

Eden, in the process of gathering information about 

Jigme Namgyal and the political condition of Bhutan, 

received information £rom very few sources. Other than the 

information Eden received £rom the Trongsa penlop's rival, 

the Faro penlop, he does not seem to have met many people 

during his short stay in Bhutan. According to Eden, Jigrne 

Namgyal should never have been present in Punakha at the 

time of his arriva1 in March, 1864. But the Bhutanese 

sources justified his presence in Punakha. Both Jigme 

Namgyal and the Jakar penlop, Tsondrue Gyaltsen, were called 
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by the Punakha dzongpon, Darlung Tobgyal, in his fight 

against the deb raja, Nadzi Pasang in 1863. 

Between 1863 and 1864 Bhutan saw as many as £ive desi, 

most of them did not live more than a year, while others 

shared the throne and only one of them was deposed. The 

goverment was falling to gieces at the time and Jigrne 

Namgyal was indeed the power behind the various appointments 

of officers in key positions. Eden maintained that Jigme 

Namgyal had usurped the throne and was dangerously holding 

the Bhutanese court while the others stood and watched 

helplessly. It is interesting to speculate whether Jigme 

Namgyal was really controlling the power in the centre for 

his own selfish reasons, or holding together, by force if 

need be, a system that was already falling apart. The 

Bhutanese sources maintain that at this time Jigme Namgyal 

had a dual function as both Trongsa penlop and zimpen 

(chamberlain) to the minor Dharma raja, the verbal 

incarnation of the Shabdrung, Yeshi Ngodrup (1851-1917).' 

Tsondrue Gyaltsen had a dual office of both Jakar penlop and 

the Shung gongzim. 

Eden was informed that Jigme Namgyal was hated by his 

own people, that he was Wtterly reckless of human life, 

4 treacherous and unscrupulous~. Less than a year later a 

3 Aris, Michael; THE RAVEN CROWN. P. 58. 

4 Eden, the Hontble Ashley,-1864: POLITICAL MISSIONS TO 

BOOTAN. Com~risina the Re~orts of the Hontble Ashlev Eden. - 
1864. C a D t .  R . B .  Pemberton. 1837-1838 with Dr W. Griffith's 



very favourable account was written on Jigme Namgyal by 

British military officers who encountered the Bhutanese 

forces led by Jigme Narngyal in Dewangiri, in 1865. Soon 

after the British were forced to evacuate Dewangiri, Jigme 

Namgyal sent a letter to the British camp at Koomrekatta 

asking about the condition of his men who were taken as 

prisoners. At the same time, he informed the British that 

their prisoners were well with him. He even enclosed some 

money to cover any expenses incurred in sending a reply. 

This barely sounds like the man that Eden met in Punakha, 

There seems to have been a gentler and kinder side to Jigme 

Namgyal despite Eden's persona1 opinion of him being an 

unscrulpulous man. D.F.Rennie write 

IfThe impression formed of the Tongso Penlow by officers 
who served at Dewangiri, 1 find to be by no means of an 
unfavourable nature, notwithstanding his unseemly 
behaviour to Mr Eden1' .' 

He dealt with the prisoners with considerable leniency, even 

in his moment of victory. The messengers £rom the British 

camp were treated with kindness, fed well and were even 

given small gifts, "though he would not allow them to corne 

into the stockadeW. 6 

Journal and the account bv Baboo Kishan Kant Bose. (Calcutta, 
1865). P. 102. 

5 Rennie, D. F : , Bhotan and the Storv of the Dooar war . 
(London, John Murray; repr, New Delhi Manjusri, 1970). P. 200. 

Ibid.. P. 200-201. 
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Eden's views of both the leaders and the government of 

Bhutan at the time at the time were in sharp contrast with 

the other British officers who visited Bhutan. Eden's 

account is not only very negative but also contradicts both 

Bogle and Turner, who visited Bhutac in 1773 and 1783, and 

gave such a glowing picture of the country and its people. 

Then in 1935, Lt-Col F.M.Bailey writes that Bhutan is "a 

land of exquisite polit en es^."^ Bhutan, a land locked 

country, troubled for nearly a century by civil war was in 

no condition to be compared with Great Britain. Whatever 

Eden's persona1 opinion of the country and its people, the 

Bhutanese were to be equally blamed. The attitude of the 

Bhutanese and the treatment of the British mission in 

Punakha was nothing of which to be proud. 

The end of the Dooar war put an end to the frontier 

problem, although the demarcation of the border did not take 

place irnmediately. The Bhutanese did not press for an 

immediate and permanent demarcation of the territory. The 

British seemed to take their time over this issue, despite 

the fact that it was they who complained in the first place. 

In the first few years after the war the Bhutanese on the 

border complained that they were being harassed by British 

Indian subjects across the frontier. Jigme Namgyal, the 

then D e b  raja, complained that British Indian subjects were 

7 Bailey, Lt-Col. F.M. (C.1 3 )  : "BHUTAN. A Land of 
Exquisite Politenessn. (Geographical Magazine.), 1935. 
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responsible for stealing men and cattle £rom their land and 

selling them back to the Bhutanese. They, however, were 

unable to present the case effectively. %y 1867, the 

Bhutanese came to the realization that a permanent 

demarcation of the frontier would be the best solution. 

Without official borders they faced a possible reoccuring 

threat from the British, or bankruptcy if the British 

withheld their subsidy. 8 

The Treaty of Sinchula took away al1 the eighteen 

Dooars from Bhutan. In 1872, when Jigme Namgyal showed his 

reluctance to be involved in any demarcation of the hills of 

Bhutan, Major Graham, the deputy cornrnissioner of Durrung, 

conducted the work of demarcating the boundary of Assam and 

Bhutan in 1872-1873. Dewangiri was marked off and declared 

as Indian territ~ry.~ 

Within Bhutan the interna1 problems did not end even 

after the Anglo-Bhutanese war and the loss of the plains to 

the British. Even while Jigme Namgyal had voluntarily 

stepped d o m  as Trongsa penlop and appointed his brother, 

Dungkhar Gyaltsen in his place, Jigrne Namgyalls military aid 

was sought once again by the Western lords. What made Jigme 

Narngyal the rnost sought after man even while he did not hold 

8 Singh, A.K. J: T 1 1 
pf British India1s Relations with Tibet. Sikkim and Bhutan, 
1 7 6 5 -  1950. (The British Library, London, 1988) . P. 328. 

Ibid., P. 328. 
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any office? When his military aid was sought by the Punakha 

dzongpon in 1869, Jigme Namgyal was in Bumtha with his 

family, making a pilgrimage to Tibet. 

This time his campaign to the West was to last much 

longer. Eventually, he was to =nerge victorious after 

eliminating al1 his rivals and having paved the way for 

absolute ascendancy. Even the British, who were carefully 

watching the changing tide in Bhutanese politics seemed to 

accept it as a fait accompli, when the main antagonist of 

the events of the 1864 mission, Jigrne Namgyal, rose out of 

the confusion as the real power in Bhutan. Jigrne Namgyal, 

on the other hand, seems to have realized that the security 

of Bhutan lay in maintaining a peaceful relation with the 

British. Gradually the British came to rely on his rule and 

make use of him and his son later in their hostilities with 

Tibet. In the face of the Chinese overtures in Tibet, the 

British found in Jigme Namggyal's son, Ugyen Wangchuk, a 

useful and reliable ally. Bhutan functioned as a buffer 

state between the British possessions in India, and Chinese 

influence in Tibet. 

Jigme Namgyal's peaceful days in Bumtha, after the war 

of 1864-'65, were short-lived. Trouble started in the West 

and he once again found himself drawn into their conflict. 

The Wangdue dzongpon Darlung Tobgyal's wife, Tsewang, was 

£rom Begana in the Thimphu district. The Thimphu dzongpon, 

Khasar Tobgyal- Jigme Namgyalts relative and protege, as 
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well as the Punakha dzongpon Dang Tashi had rnistreated her. 

Darlung Tobgyal was furious and slayed Khasar Tobgyal. He 

then appointed his nominee, Kawa Mangkhey, as Thimphu 

dzongpon and headed toward Punakha to deal with Dang Tashi. 

Dang Tashi could not hold back Darlung Tobgyal for long and 

asked Jigme Namgyal for assistance. Jigme Namgyal had every 

reason to avenge a relative's death. But he airned at 

settling the dispute peacefully, and sent his brother, 

Trongsa penlop, Dungkhar Gyaltsen, to negotiate with Darlung 

Tobgyal . 
Dungkhar Gyaltsen began negotiations with Darlung 

Tobgyal in Wangdue on behalf of Jigme Namgyal. Evidently 

the Thimphu dzongpon, Kawa Mangkhey, w a s  also present at the 

negotiations. In the meantirne, while the negotiations were 

in progress, Jigme Namgyal arrived in Wangdue, "wearing a 

black robe and riding a black horse with one white 

fetlo~k".'~ Jigme Namgyal cut a fine figure. The two 

allies, Darlung Tobgyal and Kawa Mangkhey, and the two 

brothers Jigme Namgyal and Dungkhar Gyaltsen, even indulged 

in a grand feast and an archery cornpetition. 

But such a warm show of friendship was just a charade. 

Jigme Namgyal proved that he was not ready to shake hands 

and bury the hatchet with Darlung Tobgyal. In Jigme 

Namgyalls eyes, Darlung Tobgyal was guilty of assassinating 

- P 

'" Nado, Lopon: DRUK KARPO. (Tharpaling and New Delhi, 
1 9 8 6 )  . P. 81. 
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his relative and protoge. Jigrne Namgyal had personally 

assisted Darlung Tobgyal earlier in the latter's rebellion 

against the Deb, helped him to the post of Wangdu dzongpon, 

and made him a powerful ally in the West. The treacherous 

murder of Khasar Tobgyal was probably seen by Jigme Namgyal 

as Darlung Tobgyalls contempt and disregard for Jigme 

Namgyalts friendship and alliance, At the time of Eden's 

mission, the two of them were strong allies and had even 

acted in concert with their bold and insolent behaviour 

towards the British envoy. The instability of the situation 

and the shallowness of alliances were evident when the 

friendship between Jigme Namgyal and Darlung Tobgyal did not 

last more than £ive years. 

Secretly Jigme Namgyal sent a loyal supporter to 

Thimphu, to set the dzong on £ire .  Al1 the while, the 

dzongpon Kawa Mangkhey, was merrymaking in Wangdue. This 

was an old trick, but nonetheless, very effective. Kawa 

Mangkhey rushed back to Thimphu to Save his burn ing  

fortress, leaving his friend, Darlung Tobgyal, without an 

ally- just as Jigme Namgyal had anticipated. The two 

brothers had both Darlung Tobgyal and the ex-dzongpon of 

Wangdue Kinlay Dorji, (who was an ally as well as the uncle 

of Darlung Tobgyal) assassinated. l1 

7 - 
'- Tsewang, Lopon Padma: Historv of Bhutan, P. 498.  Also 

Aris ' s Raven Crown. P. 67 and Lopon Nado ' s Druk Kar~o. P. 81. 



The end result of this affair was that it created a 

power vacuum in the centre. There was no one eligible and 

efficient to become the desi. Jigme Namgyal had managed to 

eliminate al1 his potential enemies while some had wisely 

accepted his authority and made alliances with him. The 

desi Tsewang Sithub, who had been in office since 1863, 

proved himself to be utterly worthless. The rebel Kawa 

Mangkhey, finding himself alone, after the death of his ally 

Darlung Tobgyal, seems to have made his peace with Jigme 

Namgyal . 
Prior to this situation, the Druk desis almost always 

came £rom Thimphu, Paro, Punakha or Wangdue. Then Punakha 

dzongpon Dang Tashi, Thimphu dzongpon Kawa Mangkhey, Wangdue 

dzongpon Kawa Sangye, Jigme Namgyal's nominee, and Paro 

penlop Thinlay Zangpo al1 turned to Jigme Namgyal and 

unanimously nominated him as the next desi. In 1870, at the 

age of 45 Jigme Namgyal was solemnly installed as the fifty 

f irst Druk ~esi.'~ 

Jigme Namgyal, however, does not do anything 

significant as Druk desi. Soon after he was installed, he 

began the renovation of the Thimphu dzong that he had set 

fire to earlier to divert the Thimphu dzongpon. If Jigme 

Namgyal had been half as ambitious as he was made out to be, 

he would have done something to consolidate his power and 

authority while he was at the height of his political 

- ? 

- &  Tsewa~g, Lopon Padma, Historv of Bhutan, p. 4 9 9 .  
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achievernent. There was a temporary calm over Bhutan, the 

time was perfect and the political atmosphere excellent for 

Jigme Namgyal to establish himself as the supreme power in 

the country. His rivals were mostly killed in battle, 

assassinated or lying low for the time being. He could have 

taken this opportunity to deal with Bhutan's numerous 

restless and power hungry officers effectively. This was 

his chance. 

Unfortunately not much has been preserved and passed 

d o m  about Jigme Namgyalls works in times of peace. It does 

appear that Jigme Namgyal was a good leader of men in war, 

but a bad administrator in peace. The lack of information 

on his persona1 life and his administration as the desi is a 

serious limitation. The accounts of his military campaigns 

have survived to a certain extent but there is practically 

nothing on his foreign and domestic policy. This could be 

one of the main reasons why people remember him as the 

bloody warrior in battles, and the ruthless personality. 

That is al1 the information that has survived. 

Jigme Namgyal was more a soldier than an administrator. 

There is unfortunately no record of his contribution in the 

administration of the country. The little that is known of 

his dealings in foreign affairs are recorded in the accounts 

of the British officers. His dealings with the British in 

Punakha are hardly deserving of the word 'diplomacyt. There 

seems to have been no attempt made after the war to 



introduce any domestic policy nor open a line of 

communication with the British. The Bhutanese still 

appeared to be suspicious of the designs of the English. 

Although the British stuck to their policy of non- 

intervention with regards to the interna1 matters of Bhutan, 

they kept a close watch on the changes that swept through 

the political scene. It was the rise of Jigme Namgyal, the 

man who had the nerve to ill-treat their envoy in Punakha 

and temporarily drove the British garrison out of Dewangiri, 

who slowly emerged as the victor. 

The only achievement of Jigme Namgyal as Druk desi was 

the successful suppression of a revolt. In 1872 the Paro 

penlop, Tsewang Norbu, raised a standard of rebellion 

aqainst desi Jigrne Namgyal. Jigme Namgyal dispatched Lama 

Tsewang, the Thimphu dzongpon who rernained loyal to Jigme 

Namgyal to the end, to suppress the rebellion. However, the 

lama met with a stiff resistance frorn Paro- Kyitselpa Dorji 

Namgyal, who was the deb's zimpen, (Chamberlain to Jigne 

Namgyal) suggested that Kawa Mangkhey should be sent to 

Paro. Jigme Namgyal commanded Kawa Mangkhey, the ex-Thimphu 

dzongpon, who had accepted def eat and Jigrne Namgyal as his 

ally, to proceed to Paro. The latter agreed to do so on 

condition that he be appointed as the next Paro penlop. 

That promise was made but Kawa Mangkhey persuaded Tsewang 

Norbu to flee to India and he assurned the office of Paro 

penlop. But there was a catch. Sending Kawa Mangkhey, a 
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rival who had j u s t  recently made a show of friendship (as he 

w a s  outnumbered by J i g m e  Namgyalis supporters then), to 

suppress his own friend and ally was a very smart move. It 

was undoubtably a plot to kill two birds with one stone. Or 

it could have very well turned out to be a foolish move if 

the two former friends decided to j o i n  forces and attack. 

But Tsewang Norbu readily accepted his friendls advise and 

fled the country. 

Kawa Mangkhey very much miscalculated to even believe 

for a second that Jigrne Namgyal would forgive and forget for 

allowing an enemy to escape. Apparently it is believed that 

Kyitselpa Dorji Namgyal advised Jigme Namgyal against 

keeping his promise to Kawa Mangkhey. The Thimphu dzongpon, 

Lama Tsewang w a s  Kawa Mangkheyls brother and appointing the 

latter as Paro penlop would have definitely meant trouble in 

the future. This time the enemy would be £rom within the 

country. 

Jigme Namgyal tactfully left the matter in Kyitselpals 

hands and comrnanded him to do what he thought was the best. 

A certain Toep Chushing was chosen to assassinate Kawa 

Mangkhey. After the killing the body was thrown off the 

balcony of the dzong, obviously to make it look like an 

accident. The former penlop, Nima Dorji, was once again 

appointed as Paro penlop. 

In 1873 Jigme Namgyal resigned as the desi and chose 

his cousin and con£ idant, Kyitselpa Dorji Namgyal, as the 
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desi. He, himself, lived in Simtoekha dzong. It is 

difficult to understand Jigme Namgyalrs various motives and 

intentions. In 1857 he fought stubbornly to retain the 

governorship of Trongsa, although he had promised Tshoki 

Dorji, that he would step down in favour of his son, 

Tsondrue Gyaltsen. That rebellious act probably won him the 

dubious distinction of being an ambitious and an unscruplous 

man. As the desi, he made no cornmitment to anyone. The 

fact that he did not really face any strong contender for 

the throne made his position even more secure. Jigme 

Namgyal could have very well continued in power, 

establishing an unrivalled and secure place for the rule of 

the Dungkhar Choejis, as his lama had predicted, But 

surprisingly he stepped down exactly after the official 

three year term, though not before placing his loyal friend- 

c m -  cousin, Kyitselpa Dorji Namgyal, on the much coveted 

seat. 

Somehow, Jigme Namgyal never went back to Trongsa or 

Bumtha after he was called to the West in 1869, to assist 

the Punakha dzongpon against Darlung Tobgyal. But his 

resignation from the debship, like his temporary retreat in 

Bumtha, was shortlived and he was soon embroiled in a major 

upheaval. After the change in the leadership, the new 

Punakha dzongpon, Damcho Rinchen made a feeble attempt to 

revolt against Dorji Namgyal. He was quickly suppressed and 

Nidup was appointed as the new dzongpon. 
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Meanwhile in the East, a dispute arose between his 

brother Dungkhar Gyaltsen and Jigme Namgyal's brother-in- 

law, Pema Tenzin. Apparently Dungkhar Gyaltsen was supposed 

to resign as Trongsa penlop and allow Pema Tenzin to take 

over. The former refused to vacate the office. Pema Tenzin 

at once rebelled. Both parties asked Jigme Namgyal for 

help, but both were turned d o m  and Jigme Namgyal said that 

he would support whoever was victoriou~.'~ 

His refusa1 to help in the scramble for the 

governorship of Trongsa alienated both his relatives. Both 

Dungkhar Gyaltsen and Pema Tenzin found a prompt ally in 

Punakha dzongpon, Nidup, who had been opposed to the 

appointment of Jigme Namgyal as the desi. However, he had 

been outnumbered at the time by Jigme Namgyalls supporters. 

From the Punakha dzongpon, the two disappointed kinsmen 

turned towards Wangdue and Paro, where both the droenyer and 

the penlop were won over.14 

One can safely speculate that the next rebellion that 

erupted in Western Bhutan was masterminded by Jigme 

Namgyal's disgruntled relatives. What they hoped to gain 

£rom the rebellion, if it had been successful, is difficult 

to understand. Aside frorn the fact that Dungkhar Gyaltsen 

sent an army against his brother, his part in the 1877 civil 

war was small and insignificant. 

13 Nado, Lopon, Druk K a r ~ o ,  P. 82. 
- .  
-' I b i d . ,  P .  8 2  
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The relatively peaceful years between 1870 and 1876 

could be viewed as the calm before a stom. The little 

quarrel between his kinsrnen did not receive Jigme Namgyalts 

attention, but £rom the large scale upheaval in the West, it 

was obvious that the constant quarrels in the West were far 

from over. In 1877 a major rebellion broke out in the West. 

This time, the Punakha dzongpon, Nidup, and the Paro penlop, 

Nima, formed an alliance against the desi. The two rebels 

were also related, as they were both married to two sisters. 

The two of them plotted and had Jigme Narngyalts 

representative at the Paro dzong, zimpon Barchungpa, killed. 

Jigme Namgyal was furious, not only at the death of his 

nominee, but at the fact that both Nima Dorji and Nidup had 

betrayed his trust and faith. He imrnediately arrived in 

Paro accompanied by the desi Kyitselpa, Thimphu dzongpon 

Lama Tsewang, son Ugyen Wangchuk, and Phuntsho Dorji. The 

resistance in Paro was not strong enough and very soon the 

Paro Ta dzong fell into Jigme Nmgyalts hands. The party 

camped there and began to make preparations to stom Paro 

Rinpung dzong. 

The 1877 rebellion was not one individual's attempt at 

expelling another. It had al1 the ingredients of a national 

uprising to overthrow the deb and usurp Jigme Namgyalts 

power forever. The chain of events and the spread of the 

rebellion called for some group organization. 

Unfortunately, although this was a group effort, and there 
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was a rernarkable show of unity and alliance to divert the 

enemy's focus, there was also a glaring defect in their 

tactics. The rebels performed in concert and staged their 

own act to divert the attention of the enemy. They believed 

this to be the best method, and it was effective; but Jigme 

Namgyal still proved to be the invincible one. 

The rebellion started in Paro. While Jigme Namgyal was 

busy fending off the rebellion, a severe diversion was 

created in Wangdue. The scene there became even more 

ssrious than Paro. The Wangdue droenyer, Aundruk, killed 

the dzongpon, Kawa Sangye, Jigme Namgyal's nominee. Aundruk 

appointed himself the new dzongpon of Wangdue Phodrang. 

Worse news came £rom Punakha. The Punakha dzongpon, Nidup, 

went even further. He went to the extent of appointing his 

own norninee, the verbal incarnation of the Shabdrung, Yeshi 

Nidup, as the rival desi in Punakha. He also appointed 

Gyaldun Tsewang as the zimpon. The chaos in Wangdue and 

Punakha far exceeded that of Paro. 

In such a situation Jigme Namgyal was forced to leave 

Paro and head for Punakha and Wangdue. Leaving Paro Ta 

dzong in the command of his son Ugyen Wangchuk, desi 

Kyitselpa, and Phuntsho Dorji, Jigme Namgyal left for 

Simtoekha with Lama Tsewang, to recruit more men. He began 

making plans to take both places quickly and successfully. 

Lama Tsewang offered to go instead, sure that he would be 

able to bring the rebels dom. Lama Tsewang then left at 
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the head of a large amy, to suppress the rebellion in 

Punakha . ls 

They travelled across Kburu thang, £rom the lower end 

of Punakha. His troops crossed the Puna Tsangchu and camped 

at Guma Karmo. Here, they were suddenly ambushed by the 

joint Punakha and Wangdue forces, supported by a strong 

Trongsa army sent by Dungkhar Gyaltsen. It was headed by 

the Trongsa zimpon, Dawa Penjore (later Paro penlop) . A 

fierce battle was fought and Lama Tsewangls men, although 

outnumbered, put up a brave resistance. Lama Tsewangls men 

were not in a position to hold out another day. The 

dzongpon himself was on the verge of defeat, but Jigme 

Namgyal quickly crossed the Kuru bridge and met the l m a l s  

forces. 

Most of lama Tsewang's best fighting men were either 

killed or wounded. Both the parties put up a brave and 

desparate fight. Even Trongsa zimpon, Dawa Penjore, was 

surrounded by his enemies and only managed to escape with 

much difficulty, He may have faced this situation when 

Jigme Namgyal arrived with fresh reinforcements. However, 

there are no accounts of a clash between Jigme Namgyal and 

his brother Dungkhar Gyaltsen. Nothing is known of what 

happened after Jigme Namgyal arrived at the scene and saved 

Lama Tsewang from a terrible fate at the hands of the rebel 

'' Tsewang, Lopon Padma, Historv of Bhutan. P. 5 0 0  - S O I ,  
also Aris, Raven C r o w n ,  P. 69. 



lords. The enemy probably retreated at the news that Jigme 

Namgyal was coming with reinforcements. Jigme Namgyal and 

Lama Tsewang joined their troops and re-organized their 

forces. 

While the fighting went on in Punakha, the ex-Punakha 

dzongpon Damcho Rinchen (still bitter after his feeble 

attempt at rebellion against Kyitselpa and Jigme Namgyal), 

seems to have taken advantage of the cornplex and sensitive 

situation. On the pretext of going on a pilgrimage he 

managed to convince the guards at the Paro dzong that he was 

on his way to Tibet and only wanted to meet Phuntsho Dorji. 

Once inside the dzong, he kidnapped Ugyen Wangchuk and 

Phuntsho Dorji, and held them captive in Ta dzong. 3gyen 

Wangchuk was âlso wounded by two gun shots.I6 Jigme Namqyal 

retaliated at once by capturing Damcho Rinchen's wife, 

Sherab Dema, and eleven other family members. He held them 

hostage in Mendigang. A message was imrnediately sent to 

Damcho Rinchen in Paro to choose between saving the lives of 

two people or twelve. Damcho Rinchen was forced to surrender 

Ugyen Wangchuk and Phuntsho Dorji, and they were handed over 

to desi Kyitselpa. Jigme Namgyal released the twelve 

prisoners in Mendigang. 

One by one Jigme Namgyal soon gained the upper hand 

over his enemies. Ugyen Wangchuk and his men were 

successful in taking Paro Rinpung dzong after cutting off 

'' Nado, Lopon, Druk K a r ~ o .  p .  8 2 .  
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the water supply. Jigme Namgyal received word that Chhu 

Dzong, the man in charge of Paro dzong was forced to give up 

the dzong. He was unable to deal with the water shortage. 

Soon after the Paro penlop, Nima D~rji, also escaped to 

India. 

After meeting with Lama Tsewang, Jigme Namgyal split 

his forces in two, one army for Punakha and the other, for 

Wangdue. This had the desired effect. It kept the two 

rebel dzongpons £rom joining their forces. Jigme Namgyalts 

forces had covered the area £rom the Mochu bridge to 

Mendigang. The Punakha dzongpon escaped via Lobesa, and 

£rom there into India. His puppet desi, Choekley trulku 

Yeshi Nidup, retreated to Ta10 monastery. After living 

there for a while, he finally settled down at the 

Sangyachoekhor monastery in Paro. Most of Punakha dzongpon 

Nidup's men were either killed or wounded in the fight. 

Nidupts nominal zimpon was, however, not as lucky as his 

master. Zimpon Gyalden Tsewang had managed to hide for a 

while in the forest but one of Lama Tsewangts men spotted 

him and revealed his location. The zimpon was later found 

in his hiding place, beheaded. That is when the Ngalong 

people (Wes terners ) coined the phrase, Zimpon Gyalden 

Tsewang was (found) sleeping without a pillow".17 Punakha 

fell into Jigme Namgyalts hands. 

- 

'' Tsewang, Lopon Padma, Historv of Bhutan. P. 502. 
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The Deb raja, Kyitselpa Dorji Namgyal, wrote to the 

British authorities and demanded the surrender of the two 

rebels, Paro penlop Nima Dorji and Punakha dzongpon Nidup. 

Ironically Sir Ashley Eden was the Lieutenant Governor of 

Bengal at the time and he refused to get involved in the 

politics of Bhutan. He refused to surrender the two 

Bhutanese officers. He maintained that the 1865 treaty 

called for a surrender of criminals and he truly did not see 

the Bhutanese refugees as criminals. He allowed the two 

officers to reside in India on the condition that they would 

not be permitted to indulge in subversive activities against 

the Bhutanese goverment. 16 

Next Jigme Namgyal turned his attention to Wangdue and 

had the entire dzong surrounded. Inside the dzong, its 

dzongpon, Aundruk, planned a drastic and vengeful means of 

ending the whole affair. Alone and surrounded, he gathered 

some explosives and was on the verge of blowing up the whole 

dzong along with himself. Aundruk was persuaded by a 

certain monk called Sangay Dorji to surrender peacefully so 

that his own life might be spared. But this again seems to 

have been a trick. Aundruk had no sooner surrendered when 

he was taken captive along with nine of his supporters. 

Perhaps, Jigme Namgyal intended to have some sort of 

negotiation, but he certainly was reluctant to sentence 

these men to death. He had them imprisoned and an 

: fi -- Singh, A . K . J ,  Himalavan Triansle, P. 331. 
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announcement was made that Wangdue dzongpon Aundruk and his 

nine followers were going to be thrown into the river. 

Jigme Namgyal waired twelve days for the Je Khenpo, or 

another representative from the central monastic body, to 

come and negotiate or petition for the lives of these men. 

But still, twelve days later no one had corne forward. Jigrne 

Namgyal was not only embarrassed but was also forced to 

order the execution. The prisoners were eventually drowned. 

He later regretted this act. Jigme Namgyal is believed to 

have said that, had the Talopa Sherab Yoezer not been the Je 

Khenpo, he would have avoided committing this terrible 

sin. l 9  

With the end of the civil war, Jigme Namgyal completed 

his work of uni£ication. It is impossible to Say whether he 

ever planned to unite Bhutan under his r u l e .  But £rom his 

relation with his Lama, Jangchub Tsondrue, and his concerns 

for a peaceful and prosperous Bhutan, it is safe to assume 

that he did want an end to the civil strife and petty 

warfares among the nobles. Jigme Namgyal f ought a major 

battle to retain the office of Trongsa penlop. However, 

when he was the desi, and had the power he voluntarily 

stepped down for Kyitselpa. This act is both difficult to 

define or understand. Many of his contemporaries have 

portrayed him to be an arnbitious man. He was a self-made 

'' Tsewang, Lopon Padma, Historv of Bhutan. P. 5 0 2 - 5 0 3 .  
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man, like every man was in those days. Frorn an early age, 

he worked his way £rom a common garopa to that of a desi. 

By 1877-1878. Jigme Namgyal brought an end to the 

constant feuds and civil wars. %en the 1877 rebellion was 

crushed, al1 his enemies were eliminated and a path to total 

power was paved for him and his descents. Every person in 

the country was affected by these years of instability and 

civil wars. The country and its people had not known peace 

for almost a hundred years. They were tired of the endless 

wars and forced recruitment. The people were reduced to a 

state of extreme poverty. Jigme Namgyal rose out of this 

chaos and confusion, and stood out as the rnost important and 

powerful man in the history of Bhutan. The prophesy was 

accurate. With the blessings of his lama and after years of 

hardship and warfaxe, Jigme Namgyal not only brought peace 

and a better future to his people, he also paved the way for 

an easy ascent to power for his son. The path was cleared 

of al1 opposition. The external relations with the British 

were cordial and friendly and there was a group of people 

loyal and ready to pledge their oath of allegiance to the 

rule of Dungkhar Choejis. Jigme Namgyal and his sons. 

Before he retired to a peaceful, religious life Jigme 

Namgyal made major changes in the appointment of officers to 

important places for the future security of the country. 

His eldest son, Thinlay Tobgyal, who was a monk in Lhalung 

monastery in Tibet was summoned to Bhutan by his Eather and 
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Ugyen Wangchuk was appointed as the new Paro penlop, after 

the former escaped to India and Jigme Namgyal once more 

retired to Simtoekha dzong . *O 
In 1881, when Jigme Namgyal was 57 years of age, he 

made a trip to Punakha and was on his way back to Sirntoekha. 

When he reached Dochula Pass, it is believed that a bee 

stung the yak that he was riding. The animal went mad with 

pain and threw Jigme Namgyal off his back. He hit his head 

on a rock and, because his leg was still caught in the 

stirrups, he was dragged a couple of yards before he was 

able to dismount the animal. He was carried home to 

Simtoekha but did not die immediately. He lingered for £ive 

1 -  

days . '- 
When he knew his end was near, he called his sons and 

gave them some last advice. His two sons Thinlay Tobgyal 

and Ugyen Wangchuk were present, along with his two adopted 

sons Phuntsho Dorji and Aloo Dorji, and sorne family members. 

He advised his sons that they must stay united after he died 

and to assist each other in times of trouble. 

*O Tsewang, Lopon Padma, Historv of Bhutan. P. 503, also 
Aris, Raven Crown. P. 70. 

2'Lopon Padma Tsewang., former Director of the National 
Library and the auther of T h e  History of BhutanM (1994) . 
From personal interview with the author at his residence in 
Thimphu ori 3rd September 1996 at 10:OO a . m .  
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Five days after his accident, he succumbed to his 

injuries and died in 1881 in ~imtoekha.~~ When the news of 

his death was announced, the people of the West and his 

rivals were happy. They were believed to have said that 

"the yak £rom Daga La did what the entire army of Wang could 

not dou." 

Sir Ugyen Wangchuk inherited his fatherls power and 

position. By the time Jigme Namgyal died in 1881, he had 

more or less united the entire country and held a firm grip 

on the reins of the nation. Ugyen Wangchuk inherited the 

task of consolidation. At the time of Jigme Namgyal's 

death, Ugyen Wangchuk functioned as Paro penlop. Most of 

the other powerful positions were held by kinsmen and loyal 

supporters. Trustworthy officers naturally made his work of 

consolidation easier. 

Ugyen Wangchuk was born in 1860, at the palace of 

Wangdichoeling. In the traditional custom, he grew up the 

hard way and received no previleges by being the son of the 

Trongsa penlop and the desi. Like his father, he started 

£rom the lowest level and worked shoulder to shoulder with 

the other labourers in building the road in Samarzinkha, 

Thimphu. He ate with the common retainers, while his father 

was living in the palace of Wangdichoeling, Bwntha and 

22 Tsewang, Lopon Padma, Historv of Bhutan. p. 503-4 and 

Aris, Raveri Crown, P. 70-71. 
- 
" Lopon Padma Tsewâng., from personal interview. 
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Tashichoedzong , ~himphu . But Jigme Narngyal, through years 

of wasfare, had eliminated rnost of the potential rivals. 

Thus Ugyen Wangchuk faced only one dispute over the 

governorship of Trongsa, £rom which he emerged triumphant. 

He, himself became the Trongsa penlop. In 1885, a major 

rebellion broke out. It was to be the last of Bhutanls 

civil wars. Ugyen Wangchuk's success in handling the rebels 

and his diplornatic ski11 in the mediation between the 

British and the Tibetans, won the trust and confidence of 

the British. 

Towards the last years of Jigme Namgyal's life he made 

his peace with the British, but his son and successor was to 

take this relation even further. In appreciation for his 

role in the Tibetan Affair, Ugyen Wangchuk was knighted by 

the British government. This event was closely followed by 

a unanimous nomination of Sir Ugyen Wangchuk as the first 

hereditary monarch of Bhutan, on December 17th, 1907. The 

establishment of the monarchy put an end to an era of civil 

wars and court intrigues. Jigrne Namgyal's labour had not 

been in vain. Under the leadership of his son, the prophesy 

reached its fruition. Bhutan, indeed, was a united country. 

7 .  

" Nado, Lopon:, Druk Karpo, P. 75. 



CONCLUSION. 

Jigrne Namgyal led a hard but £ascinating life. Besides 

the ancestral land and family bloodline, sons of noble 

families had little inheritance in 19th century rural Bhutan. 

If one did not wish to remain in the family home and lead the 

life of an ordinary faner, one had to seek his fortune 

elsewhere, There were two choices open for such men, One 

could enter a centre of learning in Tibet, and become a holy 

man, or one could risk a future in politics. A political 

career was the quicker of the two choices. 

Countless sons of both noble and ordinary families may 

have headed in the same direction as Jigme Namgyal, hoping for 

fame and fortune. They carried nothing but dreams, hopes, and 

nerves of steel, the pre-requisites necessary for coping with 

a variety of physical and psychological hardships. However, 

al1 did not achieve what Jigme Namgyal managed to achieve. 

Physical strength more than intellect served the purpose at 

the starting level for these young garopas, or retainers. 

Jigme Namgyal may not have been the most educated or best 

looking garopas, but he had tremendous physical strength and 

endurance. He possessed shrewdness and presence of mind, 

qualities which eventually helped him in his swift rise to 

power . He was also known for his stubbornness and his 

determination, which is evident from his dealings with both 

Bhutanese officers and the British envoys, as well as in the 

war in Dewangiri. 
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His lack of physical beauty, and his so-called ruthless 

character have become more important than his achievements in 

the unification of the country. Jigme Namgyalls greatest 

contribution to Bhutan is a modern history marked by the 

peaceful reign of the monarchy. Bhutanfs modern history 

starts with the establishment of the monarchy in 1907, with 

the instalment of the first hereditary Dragon king, Sir Ugyen 

Wangchuk . Many seem to have overlooked the works of a 

singular man, Jigme Namgyal, who devoted his life 

(intentionally or unintentionally) to making a unified Bhutan. 

It was Jigme Namgyal who laid the foundations of modern 

Bhutan. 

Jigme Namgyal is known as a man of destiny, and his son 

as the man with vision. They were both indispensable to 

Bhutan during a vulnerable and sensitive period of her 

history. Together, father and son worked for a common goal. 

Jigme Namgyal in laying the foundation, and his son in 

consolidating his fatherls achievernents. But while Sir Ugyen 

Wangchuk has received the credit, his father has been fading 

into the shadows of unrecorded Bhutanese his tory. 

Un£ ortunately, not much detail of Jigme Namgyal ' s lif e has 

survived. People remember the numerous battles he fought and 

his political shrewdness, but little else. Whatever his 

intentions, one can no longer ignore the positive 

contributions he made towards the emergence of a modern and 

united Bhutan. Credit goes to him for putting an end to the 
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countless civil wars and petty rivalry that had become a 

regular scene in Bhutan for more than a century. 

He was to an extent ruthless. However, one must 

understand that the negotiating tactics of the time left 

little room for diplornacy. One could not count on the loyalty 

and sincerity of blood brothers and kinsmen. The situation 

demanded a man of his calibre. The country was falling to 

pieces and the people were left without guidance. Leadership 

over such a country had to be imposed through a rule of 'blood 

and iront. Force had to be used to keep the power hungry men 

in check. The person who came out the winner, had to appear 

to be not just a good leader, but a man who comrnanded fear and 

respect. 

Maybe appearance was what it was al1 about. Perhaps 

Jigme Namgyal intentionally allowed his people to believe in 

a personage that did not exist, for the sake of intimidating 

his opponents. Jigme Namgyal was de£ initely not the most 

loved man of his time. On the contrary, there were many who 

wished him dead. It is difficult to know if he was hated for 

who he was, or what he stood for. His opponents must have 

envied his power and control. 

Upon close examination, he appears every bit as human as 

his rivals. The few accounts of him, both in Bhutanese and 

British records, are contradictory in nature. Part of the 

Bhutanese accounts talk of him as being a part of Bhutanls 

destiny. It is well documented that he was both held in awe 
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and feared. The British, during the Ashley Eden mission, 

mentioned him as an unscrupulous man. However, the next year 

they admitted that he was not as objectionable as was 

previously thought. The Bhutanese accounts shed no further 

light. The numerous military campaigns he led in Bhutan, 

mostly in support of one officer against another, but hardly 

ever on his own initiative, seem to be grossly exaggerated. 

Perhaps the most interesting phase of Jigme Namgyal ' s 

l i f e  and career was his brief and not so pleasant relationship 

with the British. Anglo-Bhutanese relations prior to 1860 

were of little importance, botb to the British and to the 

Bhutanese. The Bhutanese did not even contest the loss of the 

Assam Dooars in 1841- The relations between the two underwent 

a dramatic change in the middle of the 1 9  th century. There 

were numerous reasons for the change in attitude and policy of 

both the British and the Bhutanese. India of ficially came 

under the crown after 1857, and in Bhutan, Jigme Namgyal 

became the ruler and a force with which to be reckoned. 

Whether or not Jigme Namgyal and his hardline policy was 

directly responsible for the 1 8 6 4 - ' 6 5  war is difficult to 

tell. He was the power behind the throne. Much of the blame 

for the unpleasantness in Punakha, in March 1864, was laid on 

his shoulders. But too much had happened in the Dooars. The 

British had exhausted their patience with Bhutanfs cornplacent 

attitude and the inability to end political anarchy. If the 

British had no plans of overrunning the entire country, they 
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definitely intended to take control over the Dooars region. 

This would have made the British presence felt very strongly 

in Bhlitan. Credit goes to Jigme Namgyal for his brave and 

daring attempt to drive out the British £rom Dewangiri. 

Though unsuccessful against the British, he was, however, able 

to gain an upper hand against his contemporaries in Bhutan. 

Jigme Namgyal came frorn the line of Dungkhar Choej is. 

This was a great asset. Bloodline was important in Bhutan as 

it as directly linked to status. Jigme Namgyalts marriage to 

Ashi Pema Chuki, the daughter of his former employer and the 

Trongsa penlop Ugyen Phuntsho, (belonging to another prominent 

noble family in Bumtha), greatly strengthened the position of 

his son Sir Ugyen Wangchuk. Ugyen Wangchuk was the son of the 

union of two prominent families in Bhutan, the Dungkhar Choej i 

and Tamshing Choej i. 

The unification O£ the country and the establishment of 

a stable ruler and goverrunent gave Bhutan a political identity 

that had not been known for a long time. Bhutan became a 

sovereign and independent state. Ugyen Wangchuk inherited 

£rom his father not only the ancestral seat of Trongsa penlop, 

(held today by the crown prince), but the entire country. 

Such was happening for the f irst time in Bhutanl s history. 

Earlier, al1 of Bhutanls rulers had been reincarnate lamas and 

laymen who had power over a small region. There was no clear 

line of succession. 
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Great men of Bhutan in the past had always come from 

Tibet and sometimes £rom India. Jigme Namgyal was the 

exception. In every sense he can be considered Bhutan' s first 

and foremost national hero. Along with the kingdom, Jigme 

Namgyal also passed along his crown. This Raven Crown was 

initially designed by Jigme Namgyalfs spiritual teacher, Lama 

Jangchub Tsondrue, as a 'rnagical battle helmetf . Today it is 

a symbol of national identity and pride. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

Primary Sources. 

A Short Military Report on Bhutan issued by the Intelligence 
Branch of the Quarter Master Generalls Depratment. 
(Government Press, Simla). 1906, 

Aitchison, C-U:, A Collection of Treaties. Enaaaement and 
Sannads Relatinn to Udia and Neiahbourina Countries. 
vol. XIV. (Government of India Publication, Calcutta). 
1929. 

Bailey, F-M:, "BHUTAN: A Land of Exquisite PolitenessI8. 
(Geographical Magazine). 1935. 

Departmental Papers: Military Collections, 1850 - 1950. 
(Oriental and India Office Collections. L/MIL/&/746. 
Collection G A ) .  Bhutan Expeditaion, 1865. 

Grey, F & C (ed) :, Tales of Our Grandfather or India Since 
1856. (Smith, Elder & CO., London). 1912. 

Papers Relating to Bootan:, Presented to Parliament by Her 
Majestyl s Command. (London, House of Comrnons) . 1865. 
Further Papers Relating to Bootan:, )In continuation of 
Parliamentary Paper, No 47 of 1865) , 1866. 

Political Missions to Bootan, Comprising the Reports of The 
Honlble Ashley Eden,-1864; Captain R.B. Pemberton, 
1837, 1838, with Dr. W. Griffiths's Journal; and the 
Account by Kishen Kant Bose. (Bengal Secretariat 
Office, Calcutta) . 1865. (repr. Manjusri, New Delhi) . 
1970. 

Rennie, D.F:, Bhutan and the Storv of the Dooar War. (John 
Murray, London) . 1866. (repr, Manjusri, New Delhi) . 
1970. 

White, J-C;, SIKKIM AND BHUTAN. Twentv-One Years on the 
North-East Frontier, 1887-1908. (London) 1909. 

Bhutanese Sources. 

Nado, Lopon:, DRUK KARPO. ( Tharpaling and New Delhi) 
1986. 

Tashi, Khenpo Phuntshok & Butters, Chris, (translatedl : , 
I1LHASETSANGPAl1. Conpiled by Tenzin Dorj i . ( Thimphu, 
Bhutan) 1 9 9 2 .  (Unpublished) 

Tsewang, Lopon Padma:, The Historv of Bhutan. (Thimphu and 
New Delhi) . 1994. 

Ura, Karma: , The Hero With a Thousand Eves. (Bhutan & 
Thailand) . 1995. 

Oral Interviews. 

Lama, Dasho Shingkhar:, persona1 interview, Thimphu, 28th 
July 1996. 



Sangya, Dasho Lama:, former High Court Judge and the author 
of "Druk tu ode1 Lha yi Dung rab jung su jud pa Ngoe 
rab salwai melongu, (A Discourse on the origin and 
spread of the Ngoe clan, Thimphu and New Delhi, 1983). 
Persona1 interview with the author, Thimphu, 8th 
August 1996. 

Tsewang, Lopon PAdma:, former Director of the National 
Library and the author of "The History of Bhutanu, (New 
Delhi and Thimphu, 1994). Persona1 interview with the 
author,Thimphu, 3rd September 1996. 

Other Secondary Sources. 

Aris, Michael:, BHUTAN: The E a r l v  Historv of a Himalavan 
Kinadom. (Aris & Phillips Ltd., Warminster - England). 
1979. 

: THE RAVEN CROWN: The oriains of Buddhist 
Monarchv in Rhutan. (Serindia Publicayions, London). 
1994. 

:, VIEWS OF MEDIEVAL BHUTAN: The Diarv and 
Drawinas of Samuel Davis, 1783. (Serindia 
Publications, London/ Smithsonian Institution Press, 
Washington, D.C.). 1982. 

Collister, Peter:, Bhutan and the British, (Serindia 
Publications, London. ) . 1987, 

Gupta, SOS:, British Relations with Bhutan. (Panchsheel 
Prakashan, Jaipur) . 1974. 

Hasrat, Bikrama Jit:, HISTORY OF BHUTAN. Land of the 
Peacef ul Draaon . (Education Department, Bhutan) . 
1980, 

Kohli, Manorama:, India and Bhutan: A Studv in 
Interrelations, 1772 - 1910. (Munshiram Manoharlal, 
New Delhi) . 1982. 

Labh, Kapileshwar:, Jndia and Bhutan. (Sindhu, New Delhi). 
1974. 

Mehra, G.N:, BHUTAN . Land o f  the Peaceful Draaon. (Vikas 
Publishing House PVT LTD, New Delhi). 1974. 

Pomrnerate-Imaeda, Framcoise:, Historv of Bhutan, Part II, 
1616-1926. (Thimphu) 1988. (unpublished) . 

Singh, Amar Kaur Jasbir:, HIMALAYAN TRIANG . . LE. A Historical 
Survev of B r ~ t i s h  India's Relations with Tibet. Sikkim 
and Bhutan, (The British Library, London) . 1988, 

Singh, A.C:, BHUTm . Ethnic Identitv and National Dilemma, 
(Reliance Publishing House, New Delhi) . l W 1 0  




