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Mysterious Ruins in Tsangkhar: Invoking Evil Spirit Causes Death to
Generations
Phurba, BHS, 3™ year

Bhutan is a small country squeezed between the two giants of the
world, China in the north and India in the south, east and west
respectively. Though the country is small, Bhutan is rich in its
cultural diversity and history. While some histories and stories
were documented, some are left without any documentation. One
such left without any documentation is the Mysterious Ruins of
Tsangkhar community under Drepong Gewog in Mongar
Dzongkhag. The Mysterious ruins of Tsangkhar community
would also be one of the stories that many Bhutanese might not
know about. This paper will provide some insight into the oral
history of the Mysterious ruins of Tsangkhar community, while
attempting to record this vanishing oral history, which once upon
a time was believed to have caused deaths for generations in the
community, and deliberate on their significance in the lives of

community and resettlement that sprung up in the later years.

According to local history, the settlement of Tsangkhar
community can be traced back to centuries. However, finding
actual evidence is difficult owing to the lack of proper written
records. Moreover, the local people are uncertain about the
development and the disappearance of the settlement.

Nevertheless, people believe that there were two men leading
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Tsangkhar community called baideng®* Nagsing and Jamtsho,
the two wealthiest people in the community, who had migrated
from Tsang, Tibet and settled there; hence the place came to be
known as Tsangkhar (Fortress of Tsang) (Karma, personal
communication, January 15, 2015). There are some who believe
that Tsangkhar literally means ‘clean house’ (Tsang=clean and
Khar=house).

Whatever may be the case, Nagsing and Jamtsho are said to be
very conscious about their wealth and they worked long days and
nights; the two men ploughed their field lighting Mepchey™ tied
to the horns of oxen in the evening. They also woke up silently in
the morning without the neighbors noticing. It happened so that
the water channel for which the two men had worked so hard got
blocked one day. In order to investigate the problem the duo
went to the water source, a place called LaibariManang, and to
their surprise they found a giant frog causing the blockage. The
frog was instantly killed, which people believe bled not blood,
but milk. On another occasion some days after the killing of the
frog, the men are said to have killed a snake while ploughing the
field. It is believed that the men thought their ploughshare got
stuck in some sort of tree root and forcibly ploughed the soil,

only to find the soil dark with blood.

# Terminology for rich Tshangla dialect

4 Lighting bark of pine tree in the olden days at night
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Although there are no concrete evidences, people attribute the
ensuing deaths of the people in the community to these killings
of the frog and snake, because it is believed that the local people
started getting possessed by local spirits or demons thereafter.
They feel that the frog and the snake were evil spirits in disguise.
Namgay stated that the first victim to be possessed by the evil
spirit was a woman who died instantly. Since the Tsangkhar
community lacked local practitioners or healers, people started
dying on daily basis due to the spirit. Eventually, all the people
of Tsangkhar community met with the same fate. The increasing
number of deaths rendered people incapable of conducting
proper cremation, as a result of which the ones who survived
buried dead bodies at a hilltop beside the village (personal
communication, January 17, 2015). Today that place is known as
Shinangzor (Shinang ‘dead body’ and zor ‘hill’) (personal
communication, January 17, 2015). Some informants assert that
only some of the dead bodies might have been properly buried;
rest were simply abandoned on the hill top, some might have
been left at their residence because of the increasing number of
deaths and only a couple of people left to collect those dead
bodies.

It is believed that the last woman left fled to Tibet. Informants
hold that a tree leaf was carried by wind and dropped it near her,

and that she had picked it up in a surprise, recognizing the leaf to
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be a leaf of Bakalingshing, a tree which grew in Tsangkhar.
Informants assert that the leaf spoke to her stating that it had
searched her for very long time, and it had worn out nine pairs of
steel shoes searching for her. And thus saying, the leaf turned
into a demon. People hold that the evil spirit of Tsangkhar
community had transformed into a leaf and traveled all the way
to Tibet in search of the lady who escaped, and captured her soul
and killed her there.  With this last killing in Tibet, the
generation of the Tsangkhar community was put to an end.
Eventually the Tsangkhar community was left devoid of human
life and settlement. The local people said that even today, they
refrain from chopping the trees at Lebarimanang for fear of being
harmed. It is also said that if any tree is cut down the people

would die suddenly without having time to perform rituals to

appease the evil spirit.

‘?’.' R Yo
Remains of irrigation channel
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Resettlement at Tsangkhar

Today there are 21 households with around 90 people in
Tsangkhar. It is likely that their grand-parents might have
migrated from Zunglen to their present location in Tsangkhar
because of heavy taxation. Therefore the people in Tsangkhar
today were called Zurpa* (personal communication, January 15,
2015). The people from Tsangkhar visited Zunglen Lhakhang
(temple) during their sickness or to conduct prayer sessions in
order to bring good luck and to avert misfortune. However,
through volunteers, the people of Tsangkhar today have managed
to construct a Lhakhang in the community as a sign of good luck
and unity.

Today, people of Tsangkhar community grow varieties of crops
such as maize, barley, wheat and millet. Fruits and vegetables
such as mango, orange, papaya, cardamom, jackfruit, guava,
cabbage, radish, potato and so on are grown. Though maize is
the staple food, with improved living standard, people choose
imported rice from India. People mix kharang (ground maize)
with rice while preparing meals. Maize, wheat, and barley are
mostly used for brewing alcohol. People generate income by
selling grains, fruits, and tengma (beaten maize), which is

heavily dependent on the seasons.

“ In Sharchop, meaning escaping from paying taxes.
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Conclusion

With the attacking of evil spirit, an entire generation of
Tsangkhar community lost their lives. After some gap the
community has been revived by the migration of people from
another village called Zunglen. Today with much developmental
activities taking place, people of Tsangkhar community are
progressing well in terms of both life style and economy. One
can find some archeological sites in Tsangkhar community to

conduct further research.
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Lomba Festival in Shari, Haa District
Kiba Lhamo, BHS, 2nd year

Introduction

Bhutan has twenty Dzongkhags (districts), and each is reflective
of its unique cultures and customs. Haa is one of the Dzongkhags
(districts) which has a rich practice of cultures and customs in
nature, with five gewogs in it: Katsho, Bji, Issu, Gakiling and
Sombaykha. Each gewog has differing dialects and customs.
This article will delve on the practice of Lomba in Shari, a small
village in Sombaykha located 17 kilometers away from Haa
town towards Chuzom. The village has 70 households which are
almost densely clustered with a temple at its heart. Agriculture
and trade are the main occupations of the people dwelling there,
with some people living a nomadic life. People of this village
have strong faith in animism; they worship mountains, trees,
stones and believe in local deities. Therefore, every year people
travel for days and hours to make offerings to their local deities.
Of the many cultural practices Lomba is one common festival
celebrated by all the Haaps (people of Haa). This research will
provide an overview of the 3 day festival, Lomba; highlight its
history and origin; and portray the current trend as is in the

locality.
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Background

Lomba 1s a festival shared by every household of the village.
This practice has been inherited through generations. It is marked
on the 28" day of the 10™ month of the Bhutanese calendar and
continues for three days till the 30" day (9389

On these three days, one can witness preparations, feasting and
chit-chats of all sorts. On the 27™ day, the people are engaged in
cleaning their houses. The families get together on the 28" day to
mark the day because it is considered to be a new year for every
single member of the family, a time to gather, share and build
family bonds. A short ritual is performed in the evening of the
first day with everyone inside the house. They do it in order ward
off anything bad that maybe looming. The head of the family,
either the father or any male adult from the family must perform
the ritual. A dough eftigy is also created during this ritual, which
serves the purport of bearing all the misfortune and evil that are
being chased away from the houses. Another reason for
performing the ritual is to maintain peace and well-being in the
family in the days to come. People keep themselves busy in

preparing a famous food item called Hoentoe (55%7)
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Hoentoe (gﬁ‘ﬁfﬁ)

On the eve of the second day, children from each household visit
every house singing a song Lolay (good year) and wishing good
fortune of each host family they visit. The host families give
Hoentoe, including some amount of money to the children
following the belief that children bear the souls of god.
According to Dorji, “In Lolay practicing society, special
significance is given to the children even though elders also take
part in this event. In the Bhutanese society, children are generally
considered as a medium through which luck is brought to a
household” (2005). There is a common belief among the people
of Haa that, whatever asked by these children on this day will
definitely be granted. For this reason, children in return always
pray for good things to happen to the house owner. However, if
anyone refuses these children and try to evade them, they would

spell out bad omen such as, “let the house fall in ruins, let there
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be no future generations in this house.” Hence, this day is
regarded very sacred.

On the last day (30 ™), every one visits the nearest temple and
offer butters for butter lamp, burns incense and some conduct a
day long ritual solely for their wellbeing. These three days are
followed by worshiping of local deities, which may happen in
different locations.

The origin of the festival remains vague although some light
have been shed on it in this section. 68 years old Ap Wangchuk
states, “The origin of Lomba is still not known. When and how
this practice came into existence in Bhutan and who instituted it
are difficult to know. But, I feel that the history of the festival
can be traced back to early civilization of people living in the
village. This 1s because I can still remember my grandfather
performing rituals on this occasion calling in all the family
members home” (personal communication, January 26, 2015).
Diftferent people have different views; some would say that this
practice had been practiced from the time of Zhabdrung’s arrival
in Bhutan, because many other customs had been instituted by
him in the seventeenth century. Zhabdrung unified Bhutan under
one authoritative system whereby collective names were given to
the nation and people in general. Many folk dances, mask
dances, customs were started by Zhabdrung in accordance to the

lifestyle people lived in wvarious places. Nonetheless, the
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informant believes that this practice was practiced thousands of
years back from now, even before zhabdrung came to Bhutan.
Local leaders such as Penlops, Dzongpons and Desis ruled
Bhutan before Zhabdrung’s arrival (C. Lham, personal
communication, January 28, 2015). People practiced nomadism
in western part of the country and bonism was the religion
practiced in several villages. Also, verses of Lolay (Gyeltshen,
2005) are purely vernacular in nature and they describe the
prototypical traditional farm houses built of rammed mud which

were already there before Zhabdrung’s arrival:

&l’ﬁn]m‘ &l’ﬁn]m‘ @m‘?ﬂ’g'ﬂ\]k\rqxngq &"‘in]m'&"in]&‘ ?fu]'ml:’fx'
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The verses sung during Lolay may be loosely translated as
follows:

Wish you a good year, may the stable be filled with horses.

May the shed be filled with cattle.

May the pigsty be filled with pigs.

May the store be filled with grains.

May the ladder be filled with children.

May the rooms upstairs be filled with people.

May the cane basket be filled with treasures.

May the peg be filled with swords.

May altar be filled with statues.

May the top floor be filled with rafter.

May the rafter be filled with roof.

May the roof be filled with flags.

May the flags be filled flag-disk.

May the flag-disk be filled with ornamental sword.

I am a luck-boy coming at your house. I am opening your gold
suitcase. Taking your silver basket. Give me a cup of rice, a kilo
of butter, a slice of pork. Wish you a good year. May we meet
next year without any illness and destruction in your family. May
you give birth to a handsome boy and a beautiful girl.

As has been intimated earlier, with this rendition children go
around the village, to every house, wishing them a good

beginning of a good year. One may observe from the translated
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verses that they reflect the kind of houses westerners (Bhutanese)
had in the past and the associated lifestyle they lived, which can
be witnessed even today.

Right after the 3 day festival, on the 1% day of the eleventh
month, everyone in the family walks for about two hours to a
place above the village, where they offer provisions including
food items to appease the local deities. An astrologer from the
village who knows how to spell out proper wordings to the
deities and make the offering is employed to commune with the
deities, who conveys to the villagers what the deities foretell
about the days to come. The astrologer has to wake up as early as
a rooster to prepare fotsho (holy food) for the day before starting
the journey. Villagers follow him to offer their share of food and
listen to what the deities have to say. A short ritual is performed
wherein the astrologer gets in a state of trance and people listen
to him as he talks to the deities. It is believed that the deities
occupy his body and spell out if there is anything they should do
to prevent their family from evil spirits. Moreover, he would
scream out in agony if people have not worshipped him properly;
the deities call out people’s age and symbol of their birth date in
a family. “The particular person should prostrate in a place
facing the astrologer and ask for forgiveness. He/she must
promise to do everything he asks them to do. If any family

member is not able to come for the offering, the parents need to
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apologize and seek for his guidance, thanking him for keeping
them safe and bringing them good luck,” (C. Lham, personal
communication, January 28, 2015). If a person is unmarried and
is relying upon the parents, the parents can substitute them in
case he/she is unable to attend. But, any member who has started
their marriage life must attend in person in order to seek his
guidance for his new life and his/ her generations.

It is believed that people who try to escape this ceremony have to
bear illness, sorrow and destruction in their life. The deity
follows them wherever they stay and never let them recover
unless they worship him in person. From there onwards, they
must attend this ceremony in any circumstances and if they fail
again, the deity will punish them bringing disastrous
consequences in the family. Therefore, it does not matter how far
a person stays from his village, it becomes compulsory for them.
Nevertheless, if a person stays away from home in a foreign
land, he/she should keep separate provisions to offer in the name
of the deity. When the ritual is over, the astrologer has to be fed
with water or local alcohol because he gets tired of performing
this ceremony. Then, every family stays in circle, shares their
food and eats together. The parents and elders of the village
discuss about measures to be carried out to address the problems

that the deity predicted will happen.
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According to C. Lham, “Now, with the revolution of culture, we
are losing the practices associated with Lomba. During my time,
children were given rice, butter, salt, cheese, meat and grains.
One cannot ignore this ceremony and it should be given in
complete measure. If what is given is incomplete, it is
inauspicious for the coming year. Children are not supposed to
ask for more than what they are given, and they should ask after
completely singing verses of Lolay. And when foods are given,
either the housewife must come out or the children should come
in because it is improper to receive or give with the threshold in
middle in the Bhutanese society. But, these days, most people
casually ignore this tradition and its code of conduct. Only a few
households stick to this social norm” (personal communication,
January 28, 2015) Hence, the vibrant tradition seems to be fading
in this village, which may be attributed to change of times and
modernization, and a failure to take pride in ones culture and

tradition.

CONCLUSION

The traditions like Lomba are the identity of any village or
region. It reflects the living style, cultural background and moral
values that a place conserves and lives by, that have been
inherited by their forefathers through generations. This research

1s just an introductory attempt to explore the tradition of Lomba
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and needs further studies on various topics such as the reasons
for practicing it only on the eve of New Year, who started it and

why it is not practiced in other regions of Bhutan.
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