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Author’s Note: Some photographs in this book are from restricted areas of Bhutan, which remain officially closed to tourists. Also, your careful handling and storing of this book is greatly appreciated due to the sacred images and artifacts in many of the photographs.

 




Photographer’s note on cover image: A group of monks pose by the Dagana Dzong dressing room prior to the final dance and blessing of their annual tsechu festival. The monk in the center is a smiling manifestation of the second Buddha, Padmasambhava, surrounded by two wrathful deities and two peaceful disciples.

Looking back on my eight visits to Bhutan, the tsechu festivals I attended left the strongest impressions and memories. For the Bhutanese, they are the most important of all annual public events, attended by huge crowds of pious villagers. During a tsechu, many dances are performed to honor Padmasambhava, and the highlight is on the last day when all those in attendance may receive a blessing from a lama dressed as Padmasambhava.

This image was difficult yet rewarding to take. I had to ask for permission to enter the dressing room area, had a few brief seconds to get the shot, yet was pleased to see the dancers pose on their own in a balanced and natural way. I find this intimate moment during a boisterous event works well to introduce the book, because it serves as a welcoming doorway for readers to look inside and learn about the people and culture of Bhutan.

     




Photograph caption for page ii: Deki, 11, stands near the entrance of her neighbors’ house in Bumthang.






To my mother, Kathleen Berthold and my grandfather, Walter Laband
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PADMASAMBHAVA STATUE, URA LHAKHANG
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Bhutan
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SHABDRUNG PAINTING, TASHICHHOE DZONG
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FOREWORD

I am very pleased to introduce Bhutan: Land of the Thunder Dragon, written and photographed by my friend, John Berthold.

One of the most profound events in Bhutan’s history took place early in the eighth century, when a renowned Buddhist saint named Guru Padmasambhava traveled throughout the Himalayas and introduced the Bhutanese people to the teachings of Vajrayana Buddhism. These new teachings and religious practices blended over time with local customs and traditions to form a distinctive Bhutanese identity. Today, the people of Bhutan remain deeply influenced by Buddhism in nearly every aspect of birth, life, and death.

In 1907, a unanimous vote crowned His Majesty Gongsar Ugyen Wangchuk as the first King of Bhutan. Fifty-two years later, in 1959–60, Bhutan began to abandon its self-imposed policy of isolation and embarked on a multitude of development programs.

The arrival of the twenty-first century has ushered in an era of tremendous change for Bhutan. And while many modern advances have greatly improved the lives of all Bhutanese, careful attention is being paid to ensure that this progress does not dilute our rich cultural and religious heritage.

Having witnessed many of these modern changes myself, I have seen the far-reaching impact, both positive and negative, of globalization on even the most distant villages in Bhutan. I am pleased to see this book document some of the ways that the culture and lives of many Bhutanese people have remained outside the scope of such influence and change.

If you have not had an opportunity to personally visit Bhutan, I would like to extend a warm invitation for you to come to the Himalayas and experience the beauty and passion that endures along the roof of the world.
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INTRODUCTION
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OFTEN CALLED the “crown jewel of the Himalayas,” the Kingdom of Bhutan is the last independent country in the region to support Buddhism as the official state religion. This independence has been fostered in part by the perpetually snow-capped mountains in the north and dense jungles in the south that have served as natural barriers, protecting the country from outsiders for generations. In the heart of the country, a seemingly endless maze of deep valleys has provided a magnificent landscape upon which the Bhutanese have carefully preserved their rich legacy of traditional values and religious customs.

Numerous theories about the origin of the name “Bhutan” abound. One suggestion is that it comes from the Sanskrit word Bhotant, which means “the end of Tibet.” Old British maps named the country “Bootan” from the Sanskrit word Bhotia, which means “Tibetan people.” Regardless of the Western name for their country, the Bhutanese know their home as Drukyul, “Land of the Thunder Dragon.” In turn, they refer to themselves as Drukpas. The names derive from a monastery in Tibet called Druk, which was founded in 1189 on a hill where a legendary dragon appeared. The Bhutanese continue to identify themselves with the dragon symbol; it is proudly featured on the national flag and on various denominations of currency.

The origins of the mighty Himalayas can be traced back sixty million years, when what is now Bhutan was deep underwater in the ancient Tethys Sea. Over thousands of years, the Indo-Australian land mass slowly began to drift north and was pushed under the Eurasian continent directly north of Bhutan. The crust of the earth began to buckle and fold upward from the tremendous tectonic forces, and over time the sea was replaced with mountains, which continue to rise higher to this day.

Little is known about the ancient history of Bhutan, but recent archaeological evidence suggests that the country was first inhabited during the Neolithic Period between 1,500 and 2,000 B.C. Historians have speculated that the Manas River, which cuts through the country, was used during this time as an immigration route from India to Tibet.

Important events chronicled in early Bhutanese history center largely on Buddhist saints and religious leaders. Unfortunately, many precious texts on Bhutan’s history were lost in disastrous fires early in the seventeenth century. The majority of what is known today comes from the records of early British explorers, folklore, and a few books that survived.
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