
CHAPTER-IV 

ASSAM-BHUTAN RELATIONS (1681-1826) . . 

Political Relations : 

The direct contact of .the Ahoms with the Bhutias started in the beginning of the 

seventeenth century, with the further expansion of their kingdom, towards the west; while 

the Bhutanese had continued to·. keep their intercourse with Assam through the passes 

leading from the hills to the plains. There were thirteen Duars viz. Bijni also called Bagh, 

Sidli, Chirang, Ripu and Guma situated between the Manas and the Sankosh, and Bijni, 

Banska, Chapakhamar, Chapaguri, Garkhola, Buriguma, Killing and Koriapar situated 

between the Dhansiri and the Manas rivers. 

Before the Ahom occupation of Darrang and Kamrup, the area extending from Koch 

Behar to Darrang was under the Koch rulers, who exercis~d some authority over Bhutan. 

In 1581 the Koch kingdom was dismembered in to Koch Behar (Western) and Koch Hajo 

(Eastern) due to the bitter rivalry between Raghudev, son of Chilarai and Naranarayan. In 

1612, the kingdom ofParikshit who succeed Raghudev was invaded by the Mughals who 

annexed the territory from Goalpara to Darrang in 1614. In the meantime Balinarayan a 

brother of Parikshit fled to Ahom kingdom. He was helped by the Ahom king Pratap 

Singha to push back the Mughals from Darrang and Kamrup. Balinarayan was then installed 

ruler of Darrang with the title of Dharmanarayan in 1616. This brought the Ahoms to the 

frontier of Bhutan1
• 

Soon Ahoms-Bhutan conflict started in 1616. Over the right of Nagamati situated 

on the eastern confines of Bhutan and was under the control of the tributary Koch Raja of 

Darrang, Dharmanarayan (1616-1637). The refusal of Bhutan's demand for the re~toration 

of Nagamati by the Ahom monarch led the Bhutias -to forcibly occupy it. But it was soon 

. reoccupied with the help of the Ahoms army. After their defeat the Bhutias entered into an 

agreement. According to this agreement the Darrang Raja relinquished Nagamati, and 

Deb-Dharma Raja of Bhutan handed one half of the Brhmarakunda or Bhairabkunda to 

the Darrang Raja2
• 

S.K. Bhuyan (ed.) Kamrupar Buranji, 25~30; Khan Choudhury A.A., op. cit., p. 90-115, N.C. Sarma 
(ed.) op. cit., p. 64-65. 

2 J.P. Wade, An Account of Assam, pp. 221-22; Lakhmi Devi, op. cit., p. 198. 
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Du~ng the period of political uncertainty caused by the Ahom-Mughal conflict in 

the middle of seventeenth century, the Bhutias had taken possession of the whole of the 

fertile plain south of their hills as far as the Gohain Kamal AlP. 

:!,i- Chandranarayan ( 1643-60), the grandson of Dharmanarayan reoccupied the territories 

including the Duars, the Bhutias concluded an agreement by which they secured the territory 

as far as the Gohain Kamal Ali in return for payment of an annual tribute consisting of yak 

tails, ponies, musk, gold-dust, blankets, knife etc. (the value ofthese articles-was estimated 

at Rs. 4785/- and 1 annas4
). It is also agreed that the five Kamrup Duars namely, Bijni, 

Banska, Chapaguri, Chapakhamar and Garkhola would remain permanently with the 

Bhutias while the Darrang Duars, eg. Killing, Buriguma and Koriapar would be under 

joint control of the Bhutias an:d the Ahoms5• 

In the five Duars of Kamrup the Bhutan government appointed a Pentop or Provincial 

Governor under whom was the Jongpen or Subah who, in the rainy season, resided at a 

fortress on the mountain, but in the cold season he descended to the lower hills and often 

visited the plains. 

Both the low hilly country at the foot of the mountains and the southern frontier 

were divided in to small territories; and each was placed under an officer, who collected 

the revenue and was incharge of the police. These officers were either Assamese or Kachari 

and were called Laskar. They maintained the relations between the two countries6• On the 

Assam side the Borphukan resided atGuwahati as the deputy of the king and conducted 

political relations with Bhutan and the chieftains of the passes7• 

The management of the Bhutan frontier to the north of Darrang and Kamrup, was 

placed at the hands of the Darrang Raja under whom were appointed officer-in-charge of 

the Duars through which the Bhutias came down to the plains8• The Ahom Government· 

also appointed Katakis or messengers as state officials with a numbers of Bahatias for the 

purpose of administration and revenue collection from the Bhutias. They were to see that 

3 J.P. Wade, op. cit., pp. 225-26; S.K. Bhuyan (ed.), Kamrupar Buranji, pp. 27-28. 
4 A. Mackenzie, op. cit., p. 10. 
5 Ibid., p. 292. 
6 Francis Hamilton, op. cit., 1807-1814, pp. 69-70; J.C White, Sikkim and Bhutan. Twenty-one 

years in the North-East Frontier, 1887-1908, p. 269. 
7 S.K. Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese Relations, p. 9. 
8 S.K. Bhuyan, Studies in the. History of Assam, p. 51. .. 
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the Bhutias could not exact from the ryots more thim their fixed dues. The Bhutias coming 

by the Duar was not allowed to return by another Duar without prior permission from the 

Katakis. There ware also certain persons entrusted with police duties, who were to carry 

out order of the Barphukan only and were entirely exempted from Bhutias exactions9• 

The SalaZ Borgohain.was appointed by the Ahom king to administer another small 

territory including the east of the Island Majuli between the Brahmaputra and the Kallang 

rivers, and he resided at Kaliabar. He managed the territory called Chariduar, collected the 

royal revenue and administered justice. His force stationed at Kaliabar int~nded to checl<: 

the conduct of the Bhutia10
• 

The year 1681 is of considerable significant in Ahom history. In that year Gadapani 

who assumed the Ahom name Supatpha and the Hindu name Gadadhar Singha ascended 

the Ahom throne. It was he who finally drove out the Mughals beyond the Manas in 1682, 

and took remedial measures in internal affairs in 1688. The Ahoms came into conflict with 

the Bhutia when an Ahom officer named Parbatrai who was deputed to collect tax from the 

Kachari Moholia (traders of betel-nut) of the Koriapar Duar was prevented from collecting 

the taxes by the Sat Rajas1 1 
• After receiving news by the Barphukan, an army was 

despatched to the frontier. The Bhutias suddenly attacked the Ahom army at Ghoramara, 

killed ten persons and took away another four persons, one of whom managed to escape. 

Afterwards, the three were released by the Bhutias when a settlement was reached between 

the two parties. The Bhutias agreed to pay Rs. 2,000/- to the Ahom king and Rs. 1,000/- to 

the Barphukan12• 

Two years later in 1690. The Bhutias killed Baidyanath Choudhury13 when he went 

to collect taxes from the Kachari Mohalias of Koriapar. The culprits were later arrested by 

the Duaria and sent them to the Barphukan. The Bhutias as well as the Duarias confessed 

their guilt and paid Rs. 1,000/- as compensation to the Barphukan which amount was later 

sent to the Swargadeo. 

9 William Robinson, A Descriptive Account of Assam, p. 348. 
10 Montgomery Martin, Eastern India, p. 623. 
11 S.K. Bhuyan (ed.), Assam Buranji, Tr. No. 78, VoL 79, pp. 3-5. 
12 Ibid., pp. 3-5; L. Devi, op. cit., p. 206. 
13 Choudhury was a person who received the grant of Pargana, a division of Kamrup. The Pargana 

system was introduced by the Mughals, and the Ahoms retained the system in Lower Assam. 



61 

However, in the next year, the Bhutias again prevented the Ahorn officer from 

collecting taxes and occupied of territory upto the middle of the Gohain Kamal Ali claiming 

it as their boundary. In order to check the Bhutias, Gadadhar Singha ordered the construction 

of a line of fort on the Darrang frontier. The Bhutias strongly protested this action and even 

killed several men of Darrang. The Ahem Government took strong action against them, 

and accordingly, thirty Bhutias were captured and taxes due to the Ahom Government 

were forcibly exacted. This humbled the Bhutias for sometime14• 

Since then the Ahom Government kept strict vigilance over the Bhutias coming 

down to the Duars. They were always attended by the Katakis. Bes.ides certain persons in 

the Duars were entrusted with police duties who were to carry out of order of the 

Barphukan 15
• 

Gait observes that the policy of the Ahom government towards Bhutan was to maintain 

friendly relations and even appointed a Bhutia officer in the Ahom court16
• Siba Singha's 

queen appointed a Bhutanese youth as her page17
• 

Assam-Bhutan relations remained in friendly terms during the reign of Rajeswar 

Singha ( 17 51-17 69). However, some rules was imposed on the Bhutias when the Bhutanese 

messengers visited the Ahom capital. As per existing convention the Bhutia messengers 

brought five letters one for the Ahom king and other four for Bitragohain, Bargohain, 

Barpatragohain and Borboruah respectivelyl8• 

In 177 4, the Aho·m government deputed an ambassador named Kalita Choudhury to 

Bhutan with the message of friendship avowedly in view of the manace in the western 

frontier19• The Bhutias too acknowledged the- friendship of the Ahom king and maintained 

peaceful relations by paying regular tribute to the Ahom government. They also confined 

themselves within the limits as assigned by the Ahom government i. e. to the north of the 

Gohain Kamal Ali. 

14 Assam Buranji, Tr. No. 78,Vol. 79, pp. 3-4. 
15 W. Robinson, op. cit., p. 348. 
16 E.A. Gait, op. cit., p. 33. 
17 S.K. Bhuyan, Studies in the History of Assam, p. 50. 
18 S.K.Bhuyan, Swargadeo. Rajeswar Singha, p. 238. 
19 S.K. Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese Relations, p. 9. 
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However the Bhutanese never lost opportunity of encroaching the Ahom territory 

and also carried a large number of Assamese as slaves during the troubled days in Assam2o. 

The Bhutan duars offered ready asylum to the Moamaria rebels, who in order to escape 

punishment from the Ahom government fled there. A number of chiefs of lower Assam 

who rebelled against the Ahom government always found Bhutan a favourable place of 

resort, and the Bhutanese government did not hesitate to assist them with the men and 

materials. Krishnanarayan, the rebellious prince of Darrang got the assistance of five 

hundred Bhutanese soldiers from the Dev Raja of Bhutan to fight against the Ahom 

monarch21
• Again, after his defeat at the hand of Captain Welsh in 1792-93, he was allowed 

to take shelter in the Killing Duar along with his ally or chief adviser Haradatta Choudhury 

of Kamrup22
• On 30 January 1793, Kargi Dewer, a Bhutia officer wrote a letter to Ensign 

Wood expressing his willingness to deliver Krishnanarayan and his ally on condition that 

Krishnanarayan would not share the same fate like his father Hangsanarayan, who was put 

to death by King Gaurinath Singha23
• Similarly, the greater part of the Barkandazes who 

had been recruited by Krishnanarayan from Bengal to fight against the Ahom government, 

after being expelled from Assam, took shelter in Bhutan24
• All these factors strained the 

relations between the two governments .. 

The activities of the Bhutan government during the Moamoria rebellion justified for 

the use of force against them by the Ahom government. But Purnananda Buragohain, the 

Premier of Kamaleswar Singha (1795~1811) did not like to drag the country to another 

war. So, to adjust the mutual relations which had become strained due to Krishnanarayan 

the Darrang Raja, sent an embassy, in 1801 under Pankaj Choudhury of Pubpar Pargana 

and Athir Bora and Kapchinga Lekharu, ·both of Kharangi to Deva-DHarma Raja of 

Bhutan25
• 

In return, the Deva-Dharma Raja of Bhutan also despatched Zinkaffs or messengers 

named Jiva and Dindu with two letters one written in Persian and other in Bengali. Two 

20 R.B. Pembertan, op. cit., p. 151. 
21 S.K. Bhuyan, Anglo-Assamese Relations, p. 279. 
22 Ibid., p. 315. 
23 Ibid., p. 325. 
24 Ibid., pp. 279-80. 
25 S.K. Bhuyan (ed.), Tungkhungia Buranji, pp. 151-55 and 167-69. 
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Bhutanese chiefs known as Jadung Salikheria and Pallav of Tongsu subordinate to the 

Deva-Dharma Raja sent two envoys named Khupa and Burukdewa26• The Zinkaffs were 

well-received by the Buragohain. They presented gifts which they brought from Bhutan 

consisting of one long piece of gomcheng or Chinese silk; one than of kilmij, four pieces 

of dwaraka cloth, one piece of white sandal wood, one piece of red sandal wood, four 

chamars of musk-deer27 •. 

The Bhutan envoys were presented to Kamaleswar Singha who enquired about the 

purpose of their visit. They reported that they were sent by the Deva-Dharma Raja to say 

to his Majesty that the area to north of the Gohain Kamal Ali was granted to Bhutanese for 

the livelihood of Bhutanese monks. But now the people living in the southern side of the 

road had transgressed the line of boundary and captured the Bhutias and committed 

oppressions. They also complained that inspite of the payment of the stipulated tribute by 

the Dev Raja for the seven passes fixed by the Ahom king, the officers of the Ahom 

government. The Bujarbarua, Barkaith and Choudhurys harassed the Bhutias who lived 

in the border area29
• 

The Bhutia messengers further reported the existence of "cordial and indissoluble 

friendship between the previous king of Assam and the ancient Deva-Dharma Rajas of 

Bhutan on the strength of verbal messages and communications" without any "exchange 

of embassies and epistles in between the kingdoms". The Swarga Maharaja of Assam and 

the Barphukan of Guwahati had" despatched envoys and letters making enquiries about 

our prosperity and welfare convinced of the presence of inseparatable ties of friendship. 

"We zinkaffhave in consequence been sent by the Deba-Dharma Rajas to enquire about 

the peace and hapiness the Swargadeo along with letters and present30
• 

The presents of which the Bhutan messengers brought consisted of silver pot, steel 

sword and sheath with silver lining, occasionally interspersed with gold and set with precious 

stone, waist belt, different types of gomchang(silk), pieces of dwarka cloth, other clothes 

blankets, yak tails,_ mithan, Bhutia cow, tangan with saddles, bridles31 and other fittings. 

26 S.K. Bhuyan, Jayantia Buranji, pp. 119-186; S.K. Bhuyan, Tungkhungia Buranji, pp. 152. 
27 S.K. Bhuyan, Tungkhungia Buranji, pp. 152-53. · 
28 S.K. Bhuyan, Ibid., p. 154. 
29 Ibid., p. 154; S.K. Bhuyan (ed.), Jayantia Buranji, p. 157. 
30 S.K. Bhuyan, (ed.), Jayantia Buranji, p. 156. 
31 S.K. Bhuyan, (ed.), Tungkhungia Buranji, pp. 154-55. 
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On their return, the Bhutan envoys were given presents to their kings. These included 

gold lime pot inset with jewels, gold receptacle for tobacco, brass dish with support, knife 

set with gems with ivory handles, fans made of peacock feathars, ivory box, bags of poppy . 

seeds, varieties of clothes32• 

After the departure of the Bhutanese envoys, the Ahom government carried an 

investigation regarding the transgression of the Bhutanese boundary by the.Assam side as 

complained by the Bhutia envoys. It was found that, it were the Bhutanese, who during the 

Moamoria rebellions had transgrassed the southern boundary demarcated by the Gohain 

Kamal Ali and taken possession of some Ahom territories33
• In 1805, Krishnanarayan and 

Harnarayan, the Bar Raja and Saru Raja of Darrang were overthrown by their relative 

Samudranarayan who was finally appointed as the Raja of Darrang by King Kamaleswar 

Singha. He was directed to push back the Bhutias to their originallimits34• After this the 

Bhutanese maintained their good relations with the Ahoms. 

In 1821 Purandar Singha and Ruchinath Btiragohain, with the aid of Robert Bruce 

were recruiting soldiers from Bhutan to fight the Burmese35 • The Burmese forces were 

harassed by Purander Singha's troops, which hCJd settled in Bhutan territory after their 

defeat at the hand of Buimese36 which shows friendly relations of Bhutan with Assam 

during the period. In 1822 the Burmese, tinder the pretension ofboundary dispute, marched 

into Bhutan from the Assam side but the real motive was the occupation of the gold mines 

of Bhutan and the punishment of the Bhutanese officers for harbouring Assamese refugees37
• 

Cultural Relations : 

Conversion of Bhutan to Buddhism by the Indian saint Padmasambhava in the eighth 

century brought her closer to Assam. (It is said that Padmasambhava accepted the invitation 

of the Sindhu Raja of Bumthang). While returning from Bhutan,' he came to India via 

Deothang38 • Since a large number Bhutia pilgrim_s used to visit the Hayagriva-Madhava 

32 Ibid., pp. 168-69. 
33 Ibid., pp. 180-87. 
34 S.K. Bhuyan, (ed.), Tungkhungia Buranji, pp. 180-87. 
35 G. Baruah, Assam Buranji (Assamese), p. 144; E.A. Gait, op. cit., p. 266. 
36 E.A. Gait, op. cit., p. 229. 
37 S.K. Bhuyan, Anglo-Asscimese Relations, p. 502. 
38 B. Chakrabarty, A Cultural History of Bhutan, p. 79. 
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temple at Hajo(r Tsa-mchog-gring?9 the place they thought where the Mahaparinirvana 

of Lord Buddha took place. On the basis of a tradition prevalent in Bhutan, Nepal, Tibet 

and even Ladakh and south-west China that the place identified to be Kusingara (being 

some 35 km. east of Gorakhpur of modem Uttar Pradesh) as the famous Hindu temple of 

Madhava at Hajo which lies 16 kms. north-west of Guwahati40 L.A. Waeddel, identified 

the place with the modem town of Sualkuchi, situated at a distance of 16 km. to the west of 

Guwahati and 14 km. to the south of the temple of Hajo41
• In the winter season a large 

number of Bhutia devotees used to come to Hajo, where they were conducted through the 

temple by their traditional local agents of the village who are called the Hatkhowas. They 

are a professional group and not a caste as such. They are high class Hindus who managed 

to pick up the Bhutanese language. The Bhutias perform the ritual as their own faith, but 

not allowed to enter the main place of worship. The Bhutias believe that the image of 

Hayagtiva-Madhava was earlier in a monastery in Lhasa from where a Brahmin brought it 

to Hajo42
• 

At Hajo there is also a big basin, which the Hindus call Bhimar Panta Khowa Charia, 

but the Buddhist tradition says that it is the pot where the head of dead demon was boiled. 

The evidence is born by a stone-slab. The Buddhist tradition says that this stone has great 

religious sancity. The Tibetan work callit the "sil-wals' al-gitur-do", or the pyre of the cool 

grove, where Buddha died arid was cremated, where the rock bear the inscriptions of Tibetan 

character of the Buddhist mystic sentence of "OM Muni Padme Hom". The Buddhist 

pilgrims have a custom of lying piece of rage tom from their dress in the bushes near this 

place43
• 

In addition the Siva temple of Singari which lies some 32 km, or so west to Tezpur . 

was visited by G.T sang-pa Blo-gros b zang-po (1360-1424 AD.), a Bhutia lama44
• 

The Bhutias also visit Mahamuni temple at Majbat in Darrang45
. The Siva temple at 

Orang in Darrang and the temple of Kajideo, Sripurdeo, Lookhota, Bhutepua, Jalah and 

39 M. Aris, op. cit., p. 229.' 
40 K.L. Baruah, Early History of Kamarupa, p. 97. 
41. L.A. Weddell, op. cit., pp. 307-14. 
42 D.B. Sarma, Changing Cultural Mosaic of a Village in Assam, p. 195. 
43 Ibid.,pp.ll0-11. 
44 M. Aris, op. cit., p. 113. 
45 D. Sharma, Mongoldoir Buranji, p. 15. 



66 

Koklabari in Kamrup are to have been constructed by the Rajas of Bhutan46• 

The well-known image of Jonardana on the bank of Brahmaputra below the Sukreswar 

hill at Guwahati is in fact the idol of Dhyani Buddha. It is now worshipped as idol of 

Vishnu. In old chronicles it is known as Bodh Jonardana. About 1700 king Rudra Singha, 

compiled a list of temple and old places of pilgrimage at Guwahati. In this list the name 

Bodh Jonardana has been giving to this image47
• In The Buddhist tradition also it is believed 

that the temple of Kamakhya was an ancient Buddhist shrine. 

There is a road called Mathuleswar Ali running from the Bhutan hills due south of 

the Hajo Madhab temple at Hajo. It is said that the Bhutia king used to visit this temple for 

their worship. There are another trace of road running from the Bhutan hills due south to 

Dubi temple48
• 

In the eastern part of Eastern Kameng in Arunachal Pradesh live the Sherdukpen 

people also called the Sanjitongji. Legend says that, Juptang Bura, the son of Srdng-btson 

SGom-po by an Ahom princes, found his way to Rupa (locally known as Thongthui, the 

main Sherdukpen villag~) where he established Q.imself as chief with the aid of his maternal 

grandfather, the Ahom king. It is said Juptang Bura had an elder brother known as J abdrung

Ngowang Namje (Jab-drungNgog-dbang rNam-rgyl) who was in control over Bhutan49
• 

The Khiang or Khen people of central Bhutan were in constant touch with Assam 
' 

from ancient time. They used to bring their sheep and cattle down to the plain for grazing 

in winter and to barter their yak tails and other hill products for procuring their daily 

necessities. One of the chiefs of this time established a dynasty in Kamata by virtue of his 

. courage and skill50 • Of this lineage the last Raja of Kamata was Nilambar or Niladhaj51 

. who once met Padma Gling-pa, great Buddhist saint in 1507 at Dom-Kha (A Survey of 

India map for 1917 shows to lie this place at an altitude of 6.970 feet, two miles east of 

Mashing in southern part uf the Kameng frontier district of Arunachal Pradesh) where he 

offered his respect to the great saint52
• 

46 M. Neog, Pabitra Asam, pp. 173-221. 
47 S.K. Bhuyan, (ed.), Kamarupar Buranji, p. 110. , 
48 A.C. Bhattacharjee, 'The Ancient Relice of Kamarupa', Journal of Assam Research Society, 

Vol. III, No. III, pp. 14-15. 
49 M. Aris, op. cit., p. 79. · 
50 B. Chakrabarty, op. cit., p. 11. 
51 . A.C. Sinha, op. cit., pp. 27-28. 
52 M.Aris, op. cit., p. 101-105 .. 
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Hemanarain, the son of Dhujnarain of Darrang who married a native Bhutia girl by 

whom he had a son who was known as Bhoot Konowar53. During the reign of Kamaleswar 

Singha, seven hundred ofBhutias monks or Gelong had been allowed to earn their livelihood 

as far as the Gohain Kamal Ali54
• 

53 J.P. Wode, A Account of Assam, p. 228. 
54 A. C. Sharma, Ahom System of Government, p. 21. 


