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Abstract 

Western writers have often projected the image of B h u t a n as 
an isolated country, a kind of autarchic moun ta inous island. 
This article is a n a t tempt to show that , in fact, B h u t a n 
carried out a subs tant ia l t rade with her sou the rn neighbours 
- Bengal (Cooch Bihar) and Assam (Kamrup) - at least from 
the 17 t h century, if not earlier. This t rade is documented in 
British reports and Bhutanese historical sources , a l though 
for the latter, references have been found dispersed in 
biographies. Bhu tan also appears to have been influenced by 
the weaving and silk techniques of nor th-eas t India. Because 
of t rade links and the fact tha t Cooch Bihar minted money 
for Bhutan , the latter was able to play a political role in 
Cooch Bihar until this region was t aken over by the British 
in 1773. From tha t date, Bhu tan was pressed by the British 
to open her roads to t raders , a s it was the shor tes t route to 
Tibet and Lhasa. However, B h u t a n resisted bu t cont inued 
trading in North Bengal and Assam, selling horses, wool 
products , and musk , while importing cotton cloth, 
broadcloth, tools, spices and tobacco. 

Through this t rade with Cooch Bihar and Assam, and by 
acting as an intermediary for some of the Tibetan products , 
B h u t a n did play her par t in the commercial exchanges in 
nor th-eas t India. 

B h u t a n which practised a policy of isolation especially 
towards the West, was nevertheless engaged in commercial 
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and political relations with her neighbours since a long time. 
Even though, for religious, cultural and geographic reasons, 
Tibet was the favoured destination, trade with the south was 
jus t as active. In this article we will examine the trade with 
Bhutan's immediate neighbours to the south: Cooch Bihar 
situated in the west and Kamrup situated in the east (which 
today are two Indian districts in West Bengal and Assam 
respectively). According to the Bhutanese Law Code of 
1729lxxii, two "Clerks for India" (rGya drung), were posted at 
the frontier with India, to the east and to the west. These 
posts show that, for the Bhutanese, the circulation of goods 
was large enough to justify the presence of these officials. 

Research in this domain is difficult due to the lack of written 
sources on the subject in Bhutanese literature, which is 
essentially of a politico-religious nature. It is only through 
remarks scattered in some Bhutanese and Tibetan sources 
as well as the accounts and correspondence of British 
officials that we can reconstitute a picture, although still 
sketchy, of the links between Bhutan and her neighbours. 

Cooch Bihar (Bengal)1™" 

According to Rhodeslxxiv, during the reign of the Cooch Bihar 
King Nara Narayan (1555-1587), "there was a major trade 
route between Bengal and Tibet passing through Cooch 
Behar and Bhutan. This was recorded by the English 
merchant and traveller Ralph Fitch in 1583, who noted that 
musk, wool, agate, silk and pepper were purchased." After 
the 16th century, the Narayani tanka, called rupee by the 
British, which was probably first struck around 1583 and 
took its name after the dynasty, became the most used 
currency in Cooch Bihar, Assam and Bhutan.lxxv 

One of the first contacts mentioned in Bhutanese literature 
took place in the years 1619-20 when the hierach of Bhutan, 
the Zhabs drung Ngawang Namgyal (1594-1651), at the 
request of one of his patrons Darchug Gyeltshen, went to 
Chapcha which is located to the south of Thimphu on the 



route to Buxa Duar lxxvi in Bengal. lxxvii His benefactor knew 
Prana Narayan (Pern Narayan according to Bhutanese 
sources) (1633-1665), the Raja of Cooch Bihar, and informed 
him tha t the Zhabs drung was in Chapcha . The Raja replied 
by sending the Zhabs drung a letter and gifts: silver 
t rumpets , ivory, gold and silver coins and cloth. This is the 
first report of coins from Cooch Bihar reaching Bhutan. l x x v i i i 

To express his t hanks , the Zhabs drung sent a friendly letter 
and gifts, including amulets , silk and Tibetan horses with 
saddles to the Raja. Later the Zhabs drung wrote to Prana 
Narayan asking him to convert to Buddhism. The Raja 
replied by sending him a volume of the Prajnaparamita 
composed in 8000 verses (brGyad stong pa) written on palm 
leaves. The Bhu tanese obtained the right to raise taxes in a 
par t of the territory of Cooch Bihar along their frontier near 
Buxa Duar. l xx ix 

From this date the two s ta tes had close relations. When 
Tenzin Rabgye was appointed the 4 t h Temporal Ruler (sDe 
srid) of Bhu tan in 1680, an emissary of the daughter of the 
late Raja Prana Narayan was present at the ceremony and 
presented 700 gold coins and 1000 silver coins. lxxx 

In 1682, Mahendra Narayan, the Raja of Cooch Bihar and 
great g randson of Prana Narayan, appealed for Bhutanese 
military aid to fight a Mughal expedition. This expedition had 
been launched by Aurangzeb who wanted to impose a tax on 
the small s ta tes of Bengal to finance his military campaign 
in the Deccan. Tenzin Rabgye sen t two small de tachments 
commanded by Zhidar, the "Chief of the Guests" (mGron 
gnyer) of the Paro dzong and Trinley Lhungrub, the chief of 
the Dalingkha dzong. It was at tha t time tha t a pe rmanen t 
Bhutanese representative, the Gya Pchila (rGya spyi bla), 
was posted in Cooch Bihar to look after Bhu tanese 
interests .lxxxi 

The Mughal army routed the Cooch Bihar forces, which led 
to a conflict between the two b ranches of the Cooch Bihar 



royal family. The Bhutanese found themselves involved and 
it was in their interest to support the ruling branch. 
However, their representative, Chamberlain (gZims dpon) 
Norbu drung, made an unsuccessful attempt to mediate 
between the two factions. Then the Bhutanese government 
sent a military detachment to support the ruling family. lxxxii 

But this action proved to be of no use as the Raja of Cooch 
Bihar had to submit to the Mughals again in 1685. 

However, these events show that Cooch Bihar and Bhutan 
had some political interaction and that both the branches of 
the royal family considered Bhutan as a potential ally. This 
view was confirmed in 1690 when Prince Rupa Narayan 
(1695-1715) of a collateral branch visited Bhutan and was 
officially received by Tenzin Rabgye at the Tashichhodzong 
fortresslxxxiii in Thimphu. Presents comprising gold, silver, 
silk and horses were exchanged on this occasion. Rupa 
Narayan ascended to the throne in 1695 and the good 
relations between the two countries continued in the 18th 

century. They were further accentuated by the fact that 
coins from Cooch Bihar circulated in Bhutan and that Cooch 
Bihar minted coins for Bhutan, for which it took a 
commission. However, it is not yet known when the 
Bhutanese started having their coins minted in Cooch Bihar 
by sending silver ingots there. 

This practice, which existed in 1785lxxxiv, continued till 1789, 
when the British closed the Cooch Bihar mint. In 1783 S. 
Turner mentioned1™™ the "commodiousness of this small 
piece (the narainee, a base silver coin), the profits the people 
of Bhutan derive from their commerce with Cooch Bihar". 
The coins minted in Cooch Bihar didn't have a true 
monetary value in an economy based essentially on barter, 
but they were among the objects gifted by the Bhutanese 
rulers during the distribution of gifts (man gyed) to lay 
persons and monks. One such example is the distribution of 
47,000 silver coins to all Bhutanese who paid taxes, officials, 
monks and soldiers during the enthronement of the Zhabs 
drung Jigme Dragpa in 1747.lxxxvi 


