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			It is with great delight and amazement that I express my appreciation to Ms. Sasha—endowed with excellent wisdom—for always showing immense respect for the religion and cultural flourishing in Bhutan but, most importantly, for writing a biography of Chabgon Ngawang Namgyal based on her reverence and understanding. This book, in general, will help people from all over the world, and particularly those of all ages within Bhutan, to understand the life and legacy of this great bodhisattva.
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			Preface

			Deep within the heart of the eastern Himalayas lies a mystical Buddhist kingdom: Bhutan. Embraced by pristine blue pine forests and roaring icy rivers, it has remained cloaked in intrigue for centuries. Wedged between China and India, it has, over the past fifty years, cautiously unlatched its door to the outside world. In 1974 it saw the beginnings of tourism, with television arriving on the scene much later in 1999. Democracy soon followed. The nation has been lauded by some as one of the happiest countries. It has also earned the title of being the first carbon-negative country in the world.

			Preserving Bhutan’s ancient Buddhist culture and environment is, however, not a recent development. It was high on the priority list of Jigme Singye Wangchuck, the fourth king of Bhutan, way back in the 1970s, well before well-being was in vogue or climate change a major global concern. In fact, its constitution impressively mandates that 60 percent of its landmass be maintained as forest cover.

			Bhutan is now a democratic constitutional monarchy. The process of democratization from an absolute monarchy began in the late 1990s and was accelerated by the abdication of the fourth king in December 2006. His responsibilities were handed over to his eldest son, Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck who became the fifth Druk Gyalpo (Dragon King), assuming the role of head of state. The first democratic parliamentary election took place in March 2008.

			But the history of Bhutan as a nation-state began centuries earlier when Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal[1] (1594–1651), a dignified lama,[2] arrived on its doorstep in 1616. To understand Bhutan, we must therefore understand this Buddhist monk. His story is as profoundly moving as he is inspirational, and it is this amazing life and legacy that will be explored within the pages of this book.

			Writing this book was no simple task. Should I write a monotonous who-when-where account of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal, or should I attempt to craft a book that brings Bhutan’s founding father to life—a story that resonates with today’s readers? I chose the latter because it better reflects my spiritual journey and the unique perspective on Zhabdrung that I have had the privilege of capturing as an “outsider,” one who has called Bhutan their second home since first setting foot there as a tourist more than a decade and a half ago.

			To understand how I came to write a book on this legendary Buddhist saint, however, one must understand a bit about my spiritual journey.

			A great Buddhist master from Bhutan and my teacher once said to me, “Just relax…no doubt, no ego, no expectation,” during one of our initial meetings in the capital city of Thimphu while instructing me on a particular meditation practice. The seriousness with which he delivered this message, accompanied by his piercing gaze, stopped me in my tracks, time freezing for what seemed like an eternity. I felt like a naughty schoolgirl being brought back into line. It was in that moment, back in 2014, that I realized I had been given a valuable clue to enhance my spiritual practice, though I didn’t fully grasp its significance at the time. But a clue was enough to propel me further down the spiritual path and momentarily quench my thirst for knowledge, a thirst that had developed when I was just a ten-year-old schoolgirl in Australia.

			At that time in my childhood, I recall repeatedly asking my mother, “When am I going to meet my teacher?” Her response was always, “What do you mean? You have many teachers at school.”

			I was born into a loving atheist family where religion was viewed as a tool for controlling the masses. This view was shaped, no doubt, by my parents’ childhood experiences. Yet I wasn’t seeking “religion”; I was searching for something beyond what I could express. I wanted to know what life was all about, and I intuitively felt that this required a spiritual teacher or guide. From a young age, I wanted my life to have meaning and purpose. I so desperately wanted to find my North Star, but I didn’t know where to begin.

			Shortly thereafter, one evening during dinner, I spontaneously blurted out, “I have to go to Bhutan; I have to find my teacher.” This moment remains etched in my memory as vividly as if it happened yesterday. It felt like an out-of-body experience, leaving both my parents in a state of bewilderment. Neither they nor I had any idea if such a place even existed.

			My constant pestering led my parents to reach for the atlas and begin searching for this mysterious place, which they spelled as “Bootan.” Unable to find the location, they eventually dismissed my spontaneous outburst, attributing it to my overactive imagination. I recall my mother exclaiming, “It’s probably somewhere in Africa.” “Bootan” remained forgotten for decades until the moment I set foot on its soil, preparing to acclimate to the Himalayan altitude before my upcoming trek to Everest Base Camp in Nepal.

			During my early adult years, while reading a wide variety of spiritual books—including works by luminaries such as Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, and Paramahansa Yogananda—the phrase “when the student is ready, the teacher appears” kept recurring. Patience wasn’t a forte of mine, but encountering these words provided a glimmer of hope. I began to ease up on my incessant questioning, holding on to the belief that perhaps one day I’d be fortunate enough to meet a genuine spiritual master—someone in whom I could place unwavering trust.

			I refused to entrust my mind to just any guru. Despite my stubborn nature, I had the sensibility to be cautious about whom I trusted for spiritual guidance. By then, I had a strange inkling that finding a spiritual teacher held the key to my quest for meaning. Until I finally met my “teacher,” I relied on my gut instinct and books to expand upon and access the inner knowingness of all things spiritual.

			Ever since I met this Buddhist master, the phrase “no doubt, no ego, no expectation” would echo through my mind like a broken record. These thoughts would arise in the most unexpected places—the gym, while driving, watching TV, or even scaling a cliff to reach a remote monastery during a hike in the Kingdom of Bhutan. Perhaps my mind was processing what these words truly meant. I soon noticed that these words of wisdom would appear when I was alone and in the “zone”—a state where my mind wasn’t preoccupied with intellectualizing or sporadic thoughts.

			But it wasn’t until my teacher, who spoke only a little English, assigned me the challenging exercise of writing a book about Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal that I truly understood the significance of these words.

			The responsibility fell upon me via a monk chosen to translate. My teacher’s request was crystal clear: he wanted a book that portrayed Zhabdrung in a modern and relatable way, appealing to a wide readership. Furthermore, he encouraged me to infuse the book with my own perspective, offering readers a glimpse into my unique take on this notable individual. As the monk conveyed the message, I noticed his taut facial expression, hinting at the daunting task that lay ahead. What an immense honor, but also a huge undertaking at the same time! My mind went into a tailspin: Where do I even begin? This is uncharted territory for me—doubt. What if I stuff up? People will surely criticize me—ego. I want the book to be perfect. I don’t want there to be any mistakes or inaccuracies—expectation.

			I couldn’t refuse the request. He was my Rinpoche (precious one) after all, a spiritual teacher I had longed for most of my life, who knew me better than I knew myself, and to whom I held unflinching devotion.[3] I decided then and there to carry out the task to the best of my abilities.

			On my first visit to Bhutan in 2006, I caught a glimpse of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal’s uniqueness. Paintings and statues of this distinguished lama, with his characteristically long beard, greeted me at every temple I visited. With each subsequent visit I began to understand how special he was to the Bhutanese. His image adorned the walls of every household, alongside photos of the great kings and the seventieth Je Khenpo, the supreme head of the Drukpa Kargyu order in Bhutan. His statue was always placed alongside the buddhas in their intricately adorned altar rooms. The mere mention of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal seemed to fill the people with great reverence and was always met with a gentle smile. It is safe to say that for the people of Bhutan, Zhabdrung remains in their hearts and minds a figure without whom the course of this wonderful nation could have been vastly different.

			This book has been an evolving work in progress over countless months and late nights, bearing witness to numerous obstacles. It was as much a spiritual journey for me of letting go of doubt, ego, and expectation as it was a project to document the many aspects of this great Buddhist master. As the book progressed, I peeled away layers of my own doubt, ego, and expectation until I reached a point where I rested in the present moment and let the book take its own form, for better or worse.

			My hope is that you, the reader, will gain even a fraction of what I have learned in writing this book and will develop a deeper awareness and reverence for this great being’s service to humanity. Achieving this fulfills my purpose.

			Sasha Wakefield

			Thimphu, Bhutan

		

	
		
			Maps

			Notes and Disclaimer

			The maps in this book aim to depict the boundaries as accurately as possible during the time of Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal, based on the limited information available from that period. For familiarity, however, the southern boundary of Bhutan is shown as demarcated in 1865.

			Dates provided are approximations based on historical records and research. While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, some dates remain open to interpretation.

			Explanations of concepts are presented from the perspective of Mahayana Buddhism.

			During the era of the Tsang Desis (secular rulers of the Tsang region of Tibet) and earlier, Tibet was not a unified state but a collection of regional rulerships governed by competing powers. Tibet’s history as a distinct cultural and political entity dates back to the seventh century, during the reign of King Songtsen Gampo, who unified much of the Tibetan Plateau and established the Tibetan Empire. References to Tibet in this book should be understood within this historical context of regional fragmentation and evolving political unity.

			The name Bhutan likely emerged in the latter half of the eighteenth century, influenced by British usage. In this book, the name Bhutan refers to the unified state as it existed during Zhabdrung’s time.

			The views expressed in this book are solely those of the author.
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					Map showing the U-Tsang, Kham, Ngari, and Amdo regions of Tibet, along with the location of Ralung Monastery in relation to Bhutan (Map design © 2024 Dawa Penjor)
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					Map of Bhutan showing its twenty districts (Map design © 2024 Dawa Penjor)
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					Map illustrating Zhabdrung’s route to Bhutan based on oral and textual accounts (Map design © 2024 Dawa Penjor)
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					Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal as a young man inspired by an original mural (Artwork © 2024 Karma Tshering Wangchuk)

				
			
		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				Writing about a historic and inspirational spiritual figure such as Zhabdrung, and tackling such a complex subject, requires a comprehensive understanding of both the historical context and the spiritual principles that underpin his story. To truly appreciate his prophesied destiny in Bhutan and the intricate layers of his being, the scene must be set, and key concepts and prophecies unpacked. Only then can justice be given to this remarkable man and his achievements. Stick with these explanations—I promise they will make Zhabdrung’s story not just more understandable but truly fascinating.

				Uncovering his true story, however, demanded that I use reliable texts—accounts authored by individuals who had personally known him, and respected scholars who had dedicated themselves to the study of this legendary figure. Complicating matters further, these invaluable sources were written in Chokey, the classical Tibetan writing system, adding another challenging layer to the project. It was also crucial to explore the enduring legacy that Zhabdrung left behind and how this legacy has been perpetuated through the ages. Only by piecing together these elements could I offer an informed perspective as an outsider.

				And a spiritual topic that I found so compelling in relation to Zhabdrung were the numerous prophecies made about him—prophecies that were made centuries before he was born, predicting his great deeds and connection to Bhutan. So much so that I have dedicated an entire chapter to these prophecies. These prophecies are as astounding to our conventional understanding of the nature of reality as they are significant, providing a clear indication of Zhabdrung’s importance, particularly for Bhutan.

				I also share personal experiences from my spiritual journey where they relate to Zhabdrung’s story, illustrating that such phenomena are not mere tales from a distant past but continue to manifest in the twenty-first century. I recount events such as petals falling from the sky, creatures appearing under impossible circumstances, seeing jewels that have arisen from cremated remains, and witnessing omniscience. These experiences have taught me the importance of keeping an open mind.

				Arriving in Bhutan as a non-Buddhist Australian, I never could have foreseen the transformative path that awaited me. Through these narratives I aim to highlight the spiritual dimensions often overlooked and even dismissed, showing that anything is possible if you are willing to take risks and follow your intuition. My journey into Bhutan, filled with unexpected twists and turns, has certainly enriched my life in more ways than one.

				Why This Book?

				
					The aim of this book is to foster a shared understanding of this great Buddhist luminary with a wider audience. It aspires to present a balanced, reader-friendly account of Zhabdrung’s life purpose and the multifaceted legacy that he left behind after his entrance into permanent retreat[4] in 1651, widely regarded as his year of death.

				While much has been written about Zhabdrung’s secular contributions to Bhutan, I found a significant gap in English literature regarding his spiritual accomplishments. This book examines his spiritual activities and unique qualities, which played a crucial role in shaping the state we now recognize as Bhutan. It complements and expands upon existing information about Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal in Dzongkha, the national language of Bhutan, aiming to provide an objective perspective through my experience as a foreigner.

				Last, intriguing accounts of Zhabdrung, shared by those who knew him, are preserved among the stacks of ancient, weathered Chokey texts housed in faraway Buddhist monasteries scattered across the country. The lack of easily accessible and readable information has made it challenging for many to grasp Zhabdrung’s impressive qualities and achievements. Consequently, this book aims to present this information in an easy-to-read style, fostering a deeper appreciation for Zhabdrung and greater understanding of the formation of the Bhutanese state for both Bhutanese and non-Bhutanese readers.

				Information Sources

				
					The Chokey biography[5] penned by the prominent Buddhist scholar Jamyang Palden Gyatsho, more commonly known as Tsang Khenchen (1610–1684),[6] a learned master from the Tsang region, held a central place among the reference texts that guided my exploration of Zhabdrung. Drawing also upon accounts from other disciples who had the privilege of knowing this fascinating figure, as well as later writings that offered fresh perspectives, I embarked on an intense journey of understanding. However, these texts, all written in Chokey, presented a challenge that required the assistance of scholarly English-speaking monks. Together we deciphered the ancient manuscripts, not only fact-checking existing literature on Zhabdrung against the Chokey texts but also uncovering valuable truths embedded in the complex tapestry of the language.

				In addition, a report filed in the Society of Jesus in Rome by two Portuguese Jesuit priests who had the good fortune of spending time with Zhabdrung provided a unique viewpoint, adding another layer to the story. After countless cups of coffee and long days and nights spent tediously teasing out the important facts, I hope to have captured a true and accurate account of Zhabdrung’s life.

				Tsang Khenchen’s Biography

				
					There are several standout reasons why Tsang Khenchen’s biography provides crucial information for this book. A major drawcard is that Tsang Khenchen was a well-respected Buddhist practitioner who had a personal connection with Zhabdrung through family associations in Tibet, and later as a spiritual contemporary during his time in Bhutan. Tsang Khenchen wasn’t a typical reliant student; he was already an accomplished scholar in his own right. This aspect lends itself to a more objective account of Zhabdrung’s life, reducing the likelihood of overinflating his greatness and increasing the probability of portraying a realistic picture of his life and legacy.

				Despite being ordained into the Sakya Buddhist order—one of the four major traditions in Tibetan Buddhism,[7] alongside the Nyingma, Kagyu, and Gelug—rather than the Drukpa Kargyu order to which Zhabdrung belonged, Tsang Khenchen’s nonsectarian approach to Buddhism not only demonstrates his sincere reverence for diverse teachings but also plays an important role in presenting a balanced and unbiased portrayal of Zhabdrung.

				Tsang Khenchen received the blessings from Zhabdrung to write his biography and played a significant role as a leading architect of the Bhutanese state alongside Zhabdrung. This further solidifies the rationale for using Tsang Khenchen’s biography as a foundational and reliable source of information.

				While I do not disagree with those who argue that Tsang Khenchen’s biography of Zhabdrung somewhat served to justify his state-building mission, it is important to recognize that this was not its sole underlying intention. The biography fulfilled a far broader purpose—to highlight the remarkable accomplishments, both outer and inner,[8] of this esteemed Buddhist master. It aimed to reveal his character, his intentions for Bhutan and the Dharma (teachings of Buddha), and his lasting impact. By partially relying on this biography, we come as close as we can to understanding Zhabdrung the man, from someone who knew him personally. As the saying goes, we are hearing it straight from the horse’s mouth.

				Through Tsang Khenchen’s in-depth and often poetic writing style, we get to the heart of Zhabdrung, understanding his political reasons for commissioning his biography and the compassionate motivation that lay behind it. We learn of his vision for a Buddhist kingdom governed by a bodhisattva (highly evolved spiritual being), where people could be free from religious persecution. We come to appreciate his nonsectarian views and his compassionate diplomatic approach to conflict resolution. Witnessing his miraculous spiritual abilities and his capacity to perform supernatural acts for the greater good, we are struck by his great compassion for all sentient beings.

				Landing the Role as Zhabdrung’s Biographer

				During this period, it was customary for a close disciple to compile a biography of their Buddhist master, known as a namthar, detailing their life and great feats. Zhabdrung, known for his noncoercive demeanor and aversion to micromanagement, subtly hinted to Tsang Khenchen, with his characteristic relaxed and simple manner, that one day a biography about his life might need to be written. This significant request took place while Zhabdrung was conducting the oral transmission of Buddha’s biography at Punakha Dzong, the headquarters of his administration, well before he entered permanent retreat.

				This request didn’t catch Tsang Khenchen entirely off guard, as Zhabdrung’s crystal clear omniscience often kept him one step ahead of events. For reasons known only to him, Zhabdrung deemed documenting his life story important. Due to their close spiritual bond, Tsang Khenchen immediately grasped the significance of what he was being asked to do. Diligently noting all the information shared by Zhabdrung, Tsang Khenchen understood that he had been specifically chosen and granted permission to write the biography.

				This honor likely filled him with immense joy and a profound sense of responsibility—sentiments I can certainly relate to!

				It is a widely practiced tradition among Tibetan Buddhist masters to keep meticulous records of the teachings they receive and the lineages from which they originate. During a break in the oral transmission, Zhabdrung handed over to Tsang Khenchen a collection of paper scrolls containing the specific teachings and transmissions he had received from various Buddhist masters. He then requested Tsang Khenchen to organize them chronologically. Zhabdrung’s firm confidence in Tsang Khenchen’s ability to write an objective account of his life led him to openly share details of his personal experiences in Tibet and Bhutan as well as the identities of the individuals who had shaped his journey thus far.

				By this stage, it became apparent that the absence of a direct heir to Zhabdrung’s lineage and legacy necessitated the documentation of an account to strengthen the foundations of his efforts and establish legitimacy for his state-building endeavors in Bhutan. The biography, in this context, served to justify his mission and rectify any misconceptions, ensuring the continuation of his legacy and the preservation of his Dharmic lineage. Tsang Khenchen, who had sought refuge in Bhutan from religious persecution years earlier, possessed a unique and privileged perspective on Zhabdrung and wholeheartedly embraced the opportunity to contribute to the establishment of a state governed by Buddhist ideals.

				It is easy to imagine Zhabdrung experiencing a surge of pride upon receiving the carefully organized teachings and transmissions. Tsang Khenchen’s flawless execution of the task serving as an inspiration for them both, with Zhabdrung’s enthusiasm boosting Tsang Khenchen’s confidence as the author of the biography and solidifying Zhabdrung’s trust in him. This compilation of teachings and insights directly gleaned from Zhabdrung formed the backbone of his biography, known in English as The Melody of the Great Dharma Cloud, completed in 1681, thirty years after Zhabdrung entered permanent retreat.

				Fascinating Accounts

				
					Zhabdrung’s life story is filled with accounts of spiritual feats that may seem impossible or even ludicrous, especially from a modern scientific standpoint. Many might find it difficult to fully accept the authenticity of his supernatural abilities, such as leaving body prints in solid rock or casting spells from a distance. Too often, historians dismiss these feats as mere embellishments.

				In our modern era, driven by scientific reasoning and empirical evidence, it seems that we have unintentionally closed ourselves off from a different reality—one grounded in the awareness of our innate spiritual potential. This alternative reality can emerge through years of dedicated spiritual practice, leading to heights of spiritual attainment beyond our everyday experience and understanding.

				Claiming to possess absolute knowledge of what is achievable and what is not is undoubtedly arrogant, yet sadly such claims are sometimes made. Without attaining a certain level of spiritual mastery ourselves, it is impossible to fully grasp the depths of spiritual realization and the mind-blowing actions associated with it.

				Throughout history, accounts have described saints and spiritual masters performing miracles that defy explanation. Jesus walking on water or turning water into wine readily come to mind. While skeptics argue these accounts are exaggerated and not to be taken literally, it’s worth considering that individuals with such spiritual mastery might possess the ability to influence the atomic configuration of matter, aligning with principles of quantum physics.

				Notably, no definitive proof has emerged to conclusively dismiss these feats as mere make-believe. Our human limitations in language and understanding often prevent us from perceiving beyond the physical world—a capability that only a handful of highly evolved individuals seem to have achieved.

				Even science is constantly evolving as new discoveries are made. Hopefully, one day, compelling scientific evidence will emerge to substantiate the possibility of the extraordinary abilities displayed by these spiritual masters. So, when reading this book, it is important to realize the limitations of our own perspective and remain open to the potential existence of spiritual realities beyond our current scientific understanding.

				On a final note, it’s important to acknowledge that the information in this book comes from reliable texts, some dating back over three hundred years. These historical accounts are woven into the fabric of legends, and it’s crucial to preserve their integrity without distortion. Who are we to judge what is real or what is not? This is Zhabdrung, and this is his life story.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER 1

				A Precursor

			
			In the pages of history, the rise and fall of civilizations often echo tales of conquest and domination. Yet Bhutan stands as one of only a handful of countries that has remained independent for its entire history, untouched by foreign rule despite its precarious geopolitical positioning between two Asian giants.

			In this book, we will explore the life of an extraordinary individual who established the temporal and spiritual foundations that became the cornerstones of Bhutan’s ongoing independence. Those who are familiar with Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal know him as a man whose contributions to Bhutan’s distinction, sanctity, and sovereignty were unfathomable. And for those who are not familiar, prepare yourself to discover the outstanding and almost mystical aspects of his life.

			He is widely known as Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal; however, within Buddhist circles in Bhutan, he is respectfully referred to as Chabgon Ngawang Namgyal, with Chabgon serving as an honorific epithet for “His Holiness.” In this book he will be referred to as Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal or simply Zhabdrung.

			His arrival in Bhutan in 1616, the Year of the Dragon, was hardly coincidental, given his deep ties to the Thunder Dragon order (officially known as Drukpa Kargyu[9]), a branch of the great Kagyu school of Tibetan Buddhism, which is steeped in the Vajrayana tradition.[10] In fact, nothing appears surprising when it comes to this prominent spiritual figure. Zhabdrung’s life story is brimming with countless tales of amazing spiritual feats, serendipitous encounters, and ancient prophecies heralding his destiny in Bhutan. It goes without saying that anyone drawn to this ancient kingdom would in some way be touched by his enduring legacy and spiritual presence, even nearly four hundred years after his death.

			A rich history peppered with tales of demons and deities, Buddhist mythology, and holy masters making the impossible appear possible characterize the landscape of this small Himalayan kingdom. It is a land where human beings and the natural world are seen as intricately woven within a sacred web of interdependence. To thoroughly understand the breadth and depth of Zhabdrung’s influence on the land and the psyche of its people, we need to explore his contributions from both an inner and outer context.

			In the context of Tibetan Buddhism, the concepts of inner and outer are widely used to delineate distinct dimensions of one’s spiritual practice and engagement with the wider world. Often shrouded in secrecy, the inner aspect primarily focuses on personal transformation through practices such as meditation, visualization, and spiritual instruction, leading to the cultivation of deeper levels of compassion and wisdom. In Zhabdrung’s case, having already reached advanced stages on the bodhisattva path, his inner journey involved secret spiritual practices aimed at benefiting even those considered his archnemeses.

			The outer aspect involves one’s interactions with the external world, encompassing ethical conduct, rituals, offerings, and societal engagement. As a larger-than-life spiritual figure, Zhabdrung spontaneously radiated compassion to all he encountered and skillfully guided others on their spiritual paths. Despite the challenges he faced, his journey led to his destined role—the unification of the Southern Land as foretold in numerous prophecies.

			Zhabdrung at a Glance

			
				A long, neatly groomed beard extended down to his broad chest, its right curling tip serving as a secret sign of his mastery over Vajrayana practices. Thick, prominent eyebrows arched across his wide forehead, lending an air of authority. From afar, Zhabdrung’s presence was dignified and brilliantly captivating, akin to a scintillating precious jewel.

			Those who approached him experienced a deep sense of wonder and reverence, undoubtedly stirred by his spiritual presence. Yet upon closer contact, an overwhelming sense of peace enveloped them. Accounts describe him as welcoming, friendly, and genuinely interested in everyone he met. His gaze, honed through years of meditative concentration, bore a powerful intensity, while his complexion shone with the brilliance of a glowing sun.

			Frequent smiles adorned his face, and his words, spoken in a melodious voice, often contained deeper meaning, echoing teachings from Buddhist scriptures. His delight was noticeable when people approached him to receive Dharma teachings and empowerments, particularly those who expressed a genuine motivation to practice. He selflessly imparted his wisdom in a humble and honest manner without expecting anything in return, engaging in conversations about the Dharma with those seeking his counsel well into the night.

			For thirty-five years, Bhutan had the good fortune of being nurtured by his compassionate touch. However, it is worth noting that he was not always calm and welcoming. In moments of great adversity, his temperament could instantaneously transform into the fierce, resolute demeanor of a dragon, with witnesses recounting his displays of wrathful emotion when the Dharma teachings and the nation were under threat. Such was his unyielding loyalty to the teachings of Buddha and his commitment to protecting this sacred Himalayan Buddhist kingdom and its people.

			This was Zhabdrung, a man destined to forever alter the course of Bhutan’s history.

			Bhutan in a Nutshell

			
				There has been some speculation that Bhutan was under the influence of the Tibetan Empire between the seventh to ninth centuries. This assumption, though understandable—considering this was the period when Buddhism was introduced to both Tibet and Bhutan from India—is incorrect. Such misunderstandings have often arisen because of their shared religious heritages causing some accounts to lump Bhutan in with its Tibetan neighbor. Despite the similarities and ties between the two nations from a religious standpoint, there are many differences that begin to emerge on closer investigation.

			The earliest written records demonstrate Bhutan’s staunch defense of its sovereignty, disproving any notion of subjugation. Furthermore, its cultural traditions exhibit uniqueness compared to its neighboring countries. These distinctions are seen in Bhutan’s customs, traditions, attire, language, and more. While all countries possess their own distinct cultures, many have been colonized at some point during their history. Remarkably, Bhutan has not, which begs the question: Why not?

			Over the course of thirty-five years, Zhabdrung unified Bhutan under a singular political, territorial, and spiritual authority, establishing a distinct state known as Drukyul, or the Land of the Thunder Dragon.[11] Its inhabitants, the Drukpas, revered him for this monumental achievement, which not only safeguarded Bhutan from external threats but also solidified its national identity.

			Although Zhabdrung was well versed in the governance style of Tibet’s Tsang region, he opted for a distinct approach in Drukyul. He introduced the dual system of governance, known as chosi nyiden, which translates to “Dharma and secular.” Under Zhabdrung’s leadership, both the religious and secular aspects of governance were balanced, ensuring a unique and stable administration for the newly unified state.

			He appointed a Druk Desi to handle secular responsibilities and a Je Khenpo (chief abbot) for spiritual affairs. He positioned himself as the overseer and protector of the nation, providing wise counsel during times of indecision, and answered to no higher authority, earning the title Dharma Raja (“Dharma King” or “Dharma Ruler”) from the Indians.

			From the inception of his nation-building efforts, it is reasonable to assume that he foresaw the need to distinguish Bhutan from its northern neighbor, where power was decentralized among ruling feudal lords. By implementing a new centralized system of governance, he strategically prevented any one party from dominating, thus securing the nation’s sovereignty and averting internal instability.
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					Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal as an elder inspired by an original mural (Artwork © 2024 Karma Tshering Wangchuk)

				
			
			Zhabdrung’s implementation of the dual system of governance was notable for its emphasis on meritocracy. Spiritual and secular leaders were selected primarily based on their capabilities, effectively reducing corruption and nepotism while introducing an early form of democracy.

			Apart from introducing a unique dual-system arrangement, Zhabdrung’s activities and achievements extended well beyond what is humanly possible and into the realm of the spiritual. Zhabdrung was a highly evolved spiritual being, and Buddhists believe he made a conscious decision to take rebirth into an ordinary human body for the benefit of others, a decision that mirrored the wisdom of Buddha and reflected the motivations of a true bodhisattva. Zhabdrung was a recognized emanation of Chenrezig, the bodhisattva of compassion (Skt. Avalokiteshvara), and his life illustrated superior achievements for the benefit of not only the people of Bhutan but for all sentient beings, a legacy that lives on in the hearts and minds of many alive today.

			In 1651, Zhabdrung entered a permanent meditation retreat deep inside the chambers of a fortress known as Punakha Dzong, where he died. There are several theories surrounding his death: Some suggest he entered thukdam[12] on the day he entered his retreat, while others propose he was sick and died shortly thereafter. Another theory posits he embarked on a long-term meditation retreat and lived for some time before passing. Regardless, it is evident that from 1651, he was no longer able to actively serve as the preeminent head of Bhutan. Whether this was by choice or circumstance is unknown, but what is certain is that the intrigue surrounding his death is probably the best-kept secret that Bhutan has ever known!

			Zhabdrung’s story is certainly inspiring and at times challenges the limits of our ordinary perception. Whether from the seventeenth century or twenty-first century, narratives like his carry immense value, embodying universal themes of hardship, disappointment, and triumph. The way individuals navigate these challenges offers invaluable lessons, making Zhabdrung’s story a timeless source of both inspiration and profound wisdom.

			Setting the Scene

			Before exploring Zhabdrung’s life and times in detail, we must understand the context in which he operated. This section will provide an overview of the historical landscape, explain the two Buddhist lineages that appear in the narrative, and investigate the relevance of reincarnation—a central concept in Tibetan Buddhism that features prominently in Zhabdrung’s life story.

			Introducing the Buddhist lineages at the outset is crucial as it establishes the context for understanding the internal conflicts—particularly the dispute over the rightful reincarnation of Pema Karpo, the recently deceased leader of the Drukpa Kargyu order. These tensions ultimately compelled Zhabdrung to journey to Bhutan and fulfill the ancient prophecies.

			The petty quarrels, conflicts, and hardships of Zhabdrung’s lifetime pale in comparison to his monumental achievements: uniting a lawless land and preserving the precious spiritual teachings of the Drukpa Kargyu order. From a Buddhist perspective, these challenges served as vital catalysts that enabled Zhabdrung to realize his destiny, clearly reflecting the significance of his spiritual mission.

			Understanding reincarnation is also equally important, as this concept is a recurring theme throughout Zhabdrung’s life story. While justifying reincarnation from a rational standpoint is challenging due to the lack of scientific proof, emphasizing its importance in Buddha’s teachings is key. Without believing in, understanding, and acknowledging that the concept of reincarnation forms the very premise of Buddha’s teachings, it is impossible to technically call oneself a Buddhist. For those who are reincarnation skeptics, this section will provide an explanation. Without this understanding, certain aspects of this book will not make logical sense and may be relegated to the realm of make-believe—which they most certainly are not.

			The Historical Context

			Although the historical progression of Zhabdrung’s early life and the events that followed in Tibet and Bhutan will be documented in later chapters, it is important to paint a brief picture of what life was like during this period in history to understand the trials and tribulations he faced.

			Life in Tibet

			
				Tibet lies on a stark, grassy plateau surrounded by the world’s highest mountain peaks from where several major rivers originate. The resulting alluvial soil is topped with a light grayish-brown sprinkling of windblown sand, carried by the sudden gusts of cold, dry air that cascade down from the snowy peaks that stand sentinel over the harsh and uncompromising treeless landscape. Fleeting summers give way to endless winters, when rivers freeze over and bitter winds whip the barren terrain into a swirling haze of dust, sending creatures scuttling deep into the earth.

			The land where the nomadic yak herders came and went was the same land where battles were won and lost. In particular, the region of U-Tsang, where Zhabdrung spent his early life, was marred by tensions and great turbulence over the centuries.

			Ralung Monastery, situated in the U-Tsang region of Tibet, served as the primary seat of Zhabdrung’s lineage—the Drukpa Kargyu order. Perched at an altitude of 4,700 meters above sea level, nestled south of the Karo Pass, the monastery is surrounded by towering icy glaciers and windswept mountain peaks. Those who possess the gift of spiritual sight have reported that the mountains and meadows encircling Ralung appear as sacred Buddhist symbols. It is in this very region that the captivating story of Zhabdrung begins.

			Located slightly to the northwest is the ancient capital of Shigatse, situated at an elevation of around 3,800 meters—the seat of the secular ruler of the Tsang region, the Tsang Desi. The Shigatse region encompasses a diverse landscape, ranging from flat agricultural areas to rugged mountains. It is situated at the confluence of the Nyang River and the Yarlung Tsangpo River, the latter of which originates not far from the sacred gorges of Mount Kailash to the west. Highland barley stands as the primary crop, thriving in the area’s cold and harsh climate, while other agricultural produce struggles to flourish. The region is also home to yaks and sheep, which yield prized resources such as milk, butter, yogurt, cheese, and occasionally meat.

			Tibet served as the citadel of monasticism, where the Buddhist clergy wielded significant influence over both spiritual and civil matters. The governance of the land was deeply integrated with Buddhist principles, a cultural norm since the reign of King Songtsen Gampo in the seventh century.

			Between 629 and 842 C.E., Tibet was ruled by a series of emperors, three of whom were famously known as Dharma kings due to their great devotion to the Buddhist teachings. These ancestral Buddhist kings were King Songtsen Gampo, who brought Buddhism to Tibet from India; King Trisong Detsen; and Tritsuk Detsen, also known as King Tri Ralpachen. Following the death of King Tri Ralpachen (apparently assassinated by his brother Langdarma), Langdarma acceded to the throne (thri).[13] Historical accounts depict him as aligned with the Bon tradition, an indigenous, animistic form of worship. Considered by many as anti-Buddhist, his reign was blamed for the demise of the Buddhist teachings in Tibet during this period. Following Langdarma’s death, Tibet plunged into a state of lawlessness lasting several centuries, marked by the absence of central political authority.

			In the early thirteenth century, the Mongols wielded considerable influence over various regions of Tibet. Around 1240, Prince Koton, the grandson of Ghengis Khan, made a fateful journey into Tibet. Serendipitously he crossed paths with the revered Sakya master Sakya Pandita Kunga Gyaltshen (1182–1251) and his nephew Drogon Chogyal Phagpa (1235–1280), who bestowed upon him profound Buddhist teachings. Deeply moved by Buddhism, he subsequently granted the regions of U-Tsang and Ngari to Sakya Pandita. This marked the beginning of a ninety-six-year period during which the Sakya masters governed these territories.

			In 1349, authority over these Tibetan regions shifted from the Sakyas to a succession of feudal lords, a dynamic that persisted for nearly two centuries. Subsequently, from 1565 to 1642, U, Tsang, and Ngari came under the governance of the Tsang Desis. This era saw the rise of the Tsang Desis, a Buddhist dynasty based in Shigatse, which controlled a substantial portion of Tibet. Among the key figures of this seventy-seven-year period were Tsang Desi Karma Tensung Wangpo (r. 1599–1611), Tsang Desi Karma Phuntsok Namgyal (r. 1611–1621), and Tsang Desi Karma Tenchong Wangpo (r. 1619–1642). It was during the reign of the second and third Tsang Desis that the epic tale of Zhabdrung began to unfurl.

			The dominant Tibetan Buddhist school in this region was the Kagyu school. Unfortunately, religious rivalry erupted among the Drukpa Kargyu order (a branch of the great Kagyu school), following the death of their head, Pema Karpo. The search to identify their master’s reincarnation led to two contenders: Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal and Pagsam Wangpo, causing a significant schism in the Drukpa Kargyu community at the time. The recognized reincarnation of Pema Karpo would gain widespread respect and considerable authority over a large area of Tibet, thanks to the extensive network of Drukpa Kargyu followers. As tensions rose and the issue became increasingly contentious, the situation prompted Zhabdrung to depart for Bhutan in 1616.

			Zhabdrung’s decision to leave Tibet for Bhutan was not entirely driven by the external turmoil surrounding the reincarnation drama. It was also guided by an inner spiritual impetus prophesied centuries earlier by great Buddhist masters. As we will soon discover, Zhabdrung emerged as a destined spiritual leader who unified the nation of Bhutan and significantly contributed to the flourishing of the Dharma. However, following Zhabdrung’s departure, clashes between the two nations persisted for many years, fueled by jealousy and power struggles.

			Life in Bhutan

			The topography of Bhutan exhibits extreme differences in altitude, ranging from the remote settlements in the Lunana region of the Gasa district in northwestern Bhutan, situated at vertiginous altitudes approaching 4,800 meters, to the subtropical town of Gelephu on the Indian border, at an altitude of around two hundred meters. In the temperate valleys of Paro and Punakha, rice, millet, maize, and wheat are cultivated alongside a diverse range of fruits and vegetables. Moving to the lower subtropical areas of Samtse and Pasakha in the Chukha district, one finds the landscape adorned with lush plantations of bananas and betel nut trees.

			In the higher alpine regions of Bhutan, an abundance of medicinal plants, trees, shrubs, and flowering species such as rhododendrons thrive alongside hundreds of species of bird life. The cool alpine air is infused with the sweet scent emitted by incense-bearing shrubs and medicinal herbal plants, creating an atmosphere of extreme sanctity, befitting a land blessed by many great masters. Bhutan is, in fact, known as a beyul—a sacred, hidden land blessed by Guru Rinpoche, a great Buddhist saint from the eighth century.

			Until the seventeenth century, Bhutan was governed by noble clans and families, each exerting control over different valleys. The political landscape was unstable, lacking a universally recognized national figure or centralized authority, with no formal written code of law. Persistent fears of domination by rival clans, coupled with competition for land and water resources, remained constant concerns, bearing a striking resemblance to the political landscape in Tibet after the rule of the three Dharma kings.

			An intriguing account from this period comes from the fourth Panchen Lama, Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltshen, who visited Bhutan in 1612. He described the region as a Wild West frontier characterized by rampant violence, offering a glimpse of the hostile environment Zhabdrung encountered upon his arrival:

			
				After the manner of the proverbial big fish eating the little fish, vicious men rose up to fight and kill one another. Escorts were needed to go from the upper part of the village to the lower. The rich robbed the poor of their wealth and homes and forced them into involuntary servitude. Interfamily disputes, fighting, and injury went on unabated.

			

			Tsang Khenchen similarly describes Bhutan as the lawless south where conflicts between relatives were common and even minor disputes led to deadly outcomes. Sacred mound-like shrines called stupas and Buddhist statues were plundered, while children and domesticated animals were stolen for sale. Neighborly jealousy often resulted in the destruction of bumper harvests before they could ripen. Deliberate misunderstandings were manufactured to sabotage relationships and undermine meritorious deeds. Overcoming such rampant lawlessness was an immense challenge, highlighting the truly remarkable nature of Zhabdrung’s accomplishments.

			In the face of the harsh environment, loyalty among the various family clans to the Drukpa Kargyu order remained steadfast. The origin of this loyalty dates back to the thirteenth century with the arrival of Phajo Drukgom Zhigpo, an early pioneer of the Drukpa Kargyu tradition, and was heightened by Zhabdrung’s arrival in 1616. The clans of western Bhutan, committed to the Drukpa Kargyu order, not only extended invitations to numerous Drukpa Kargyu masters from Ralung but also sent their sons there for education. These families fostered spiritual connections to Ralung and forged marital ties,[14] thereby perpetuating the Drukpa hereditary lineage. These extensive marital alliances and monastic patronages significantly strengthened the Drukpa Kargyu order by facilitating the dissemination of teachings in Bhutan and establishing a solid foundation of loyalty and support for Zhabdrung’s unification efforts upon his arrival. Furthermore, the relationships between these patron families and the Drukpa Kargyu masters played a central role in the political governance of their respective regions.

			In 1627, two Portuguese Jesuit priests, Father Estevao Cacella and Father Joao Cabral, made history by becoming the first recorded Westerners to set foot in Bhutan. Their firsthand account of life in the country, acquired during their roughly eight-month stay, offers invaluable insights. Their writings afford us a unique window into Bhutanese life during that era.

			The priests recount being robbed and deceived by their guide, an experience that aligns with the
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