
The ruins of the Drapham Dzong are situated in the Bumthang district in Central Bhutan

on a hilltop in the Chamkhar Chuu valley (exact position: N27° 39’ 15.4“ E 90º 45’ 14.9“,

height: approx. 2930 a.s.l.). The main castle ruin is approx. 200 metre long and run 

in a north-south direction. The main castle is supplemented with two fore-fortresses

built on lower platforms, one in the north and the other in the south. The flanks of the

fortress hill fall steeply on all sides exposing the bedrocks that adjoin the fortress walls

at certain places. To the east of the fortress hill is a saddle, along which in later times

a valley path existed. Within the entire enclosure, a south-eastern fortified valley settle -

ment, which is connected to the southern fore-fortress via a stairway fortified by tow-

ers, and thereby to the main fortress, also exist.

The archaeological excavation project at the Drapham Dzong site commenced un-

der the initiative of the Ministry of Home and Culture Affairs of the Royal Government

of Bhutan and Helvetas Bhutan in cooperation with the SLSA (Swiss-Liechtenstein

Foundation for Archaeological Research Abroad). The excavation project, scheduled

for a period of three years, began in autumn 2008 with its first excavation and was

continued in autumn 2009. The field works were successfully concluded in autumn

2010 under the scientific direction of Prof. Dr. Werner Meyer from the University of
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Fig. 1 Panoramic picture of the fortress hill 

from the west.

Fig. 2 Fortress hill as seen from the camp 

in the east with the workers during the climb

before starting work in the morning.
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Basel. In addition to the contribution from the SLSA, the Royal Government of Bhutan,

the University of Basel and Helvetas Bhutan the excavation stages 2009 and 2010 were

also financially supported by the Basel foundation FAG (Voluntary Academic Society).

Detailed information on the excavation stages 2008 and 2009 can be found in the

SLSA annual reports 2008, p. 25ff, and 2009, p. 25ff.

Preliminary work in 2010

In the run-up to the third excavation stage in October and November 2010, a certain

amount of planned preliminary work was once again carried out by the Division for

Conservation of Heritage Sites (DCHS) under the Department of Culture, Bhutan. A

severe earthquake struck Bhutan in mid-September 2009, extensively damaging roads

and infrastructure including many historic architectural monuments. The DCHS, whose

responsibility it is to assess and rescue these damaged historic architecture was, there-

fore, understandably unable to carry out a considerable amount of preliminary work

at the Drapham Dzong site before the arrival of the Swiss team. The camp erected in

2009 was, however, ready for use and the workers recruited so that work could start

without delay as soon as the team arrived. The working materials were once again or-

ganised locally,.provided they were available in Bhutan. The remaining work materials

including some special apparatus and the excavation pharmacy were all imported from

Switzerland. We are thankful to the Bhutanese engineer Sonam Tashi – who completed

an internship in Switzerland from June to August 2010 – for helping with the material

procurement and clarification of what was not available on-site. The opportunity to

be able to send work materials with a Helvetas container, free of charge, this year also

enabled us to send bulky, heavy and tools that are non-available in Bhutan, e.g. sta-

ble wheelbarrows. Unfortunately, the container freight was got to Bhutan late, which

led to the materials being transported to the excavation site two weeks after the ex-

cavation had started.
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Excavation stage October/November 2010

After a warm reception in Thimphu by Nagtsho Dorji, Head of the DHCS, and her team

as well as the Residence Coordinator of Helvetas Bhutan, Dr Walter Roder and his staff,

the excavation team traveled to Bumthang in Central Bhutan. As with every year, the

team enjoyed a last short stop at the Swiss Guesthouse run by the Maurer family – the

base station of the project – before heading off to the camp. The road along the Cham -

khar Chhu towards our site had been upgraded and a new, motor-able bridge across

the river enabled us to drive ourselves and our equipments till the lower part of the

fortress hill. For security reasons, however, the bridge had to be closed off as the ac-

cess ramp wasn’t stable enough. As soon as this problem is solved, Drapham Dzong

will be easily accessible on foot in about 30 minutes from the road end.

On October 5, 2010, in the warm and sunny autumn weather, the final excava-

tion stage formally opened with a traditional ceremony led by three monks in the pres-

ence of the local workers and the Bhutanese-Swiss excavation team at the Drapham

Dzong site. Contrary to previous years, the weather proved to be relatively unstable,

but the temperatures only fell below zero during the night. The workers and the resi -

dents extended a very warm welcome to the Swiss team and once again were highly

committed to making the project a huge success.

Two festivities were organised for the workers and their families at the camp. A

wonderful opportunity to gain an in-depth insight into the culture of the valley arose

during the Tsechu in the neighbouring farming village at Nga Lhakhang. As guests of

honour, the excavation team was invited to this religious festivity – something which

deeply honoured and humbled us. The consistently positive and friendly atmosphere

was only marred by the terrible news of a major fire at the beginning of November in

nearby Jakar. At night, a fire broke out on the crowded main street which destroyed

practically one third of the town centre, reducing the belongings of the people affected

to ashes and rubbles.

The excavation team

The excavation team in 2010 comprised – as during both former excavation stages –

employees of the DHCS of the Department of Culture of the Royal Government of

Bhutan, the first Bhutanese archaeologist – Kuenga Wangmo from the University of
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Fig.3 Workers playing kuru on the festive day.

Fig.4 Tea break during the excavation.
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Cambridge –, Helvetas Bhutan, approximately 60 local workers from the valley and the

scientific team from the University of Basel, Switzerland. The young engineer Sonam

Tashi from the DHCS who is responsible for this project was once again highly com-

mitted and very interested in the excavation and proved to be decisive regarding the

project’s success. Thanks to the good coordination of the workers by Nidup Gyeltshen,

the engineer from Bumthang, as well as our local foreman, Ugyen – both have been

part of the excavation team since 2008 –, the work progressed smoothly.

The team was also accompanied by a doctor this year. In 2010, we were able to

recruit the paediatrician Dr med Karin Hartmann from the Cantonal hospital of Chur.

Due to her experience of working in many different missions with MSF (Médecins Sans

Frontières) all over the world, she proved to be an excellent allrounder and quickly

gained the confidence of the numerous little and grown-up patients from the area.

Once again, the excavation pharmacy was generously provided by the pharmacy of

the University Hospital Zurich. Luckily, this excavation stage also proceeded without

any notable medical emergencies, so that Dr med Karin Hartmann was able to fully

devote her time to the patients from the entire valley besides assisting at the excava-

tion site. On the culinary side, we were able to count on the cooking skills of Rai as in

2008 and 2009; he not only cooked wonderfully for the team, but also took care of

its members at all levels.

The Swiss team comprised the following members:

— Prof Dr Werner Meyer, University of Basel

Scientific Director

— Silvia Scheuerer, University of Basel

Research associate, project management, inventarisation and documentation

— Dominique Oppler, University of Basel

Research associate, excavation technology, documentation

— Jorge Osatinsky, University of Basel

Research associate, excavation technology and surveying

— Valeria Wyler, University of Basel

Research associate, excavation technology and documentation

— Gaby Weber, University of Basel

Research associate, excavation technology and organisation

— Dr med Karin Hartmann, Cantonal Hospital Chur, Medical attendance

The team from Bhutan comprised the following members:

— Nagtsho Dorji, Head of the DCHS

Project Coordinator

— Namgyel Tshering, Helvetas Bhutan

Head of Administration and Logistic

— Kuenga Wangmo, University of Cambridge

Research associate, documentation

— Sonam Tashi, engineer of the DCHS

Project management and excavation technology

— Nidup Gyeltshen, engineer from Bhumtang Dzongkhag, 

excavation technology and organisation

— Sangay Kinga, Sumay Tshering,

Sonam Gyeltshen, engineers of the DCHS

Organisation and excavation technology

— Ugyen Norbu, Bhumtang

Excavation technology and organisation

Approx. 50–60 local workers and two cooks
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As in the past two years, we were able to welcome interested visitors to the exca vation

site. At the beginning of November, we were highly honoured and humbled by the

visit of the King of Bhutan, His Majesty Jugme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck and his

court, accompanied by the Prime Minister, Jigme Yoser Thinley, the Minister of Agri-

culture and Forests, Pema Gyamtsho, and the Minister of Home & Cultural Affairs, Min-

jur Dorji. Dr Eberhard Fischer, the SLSA project coordinator, his wife and Namgyel 

Tshering, Project Coordinator at Helvetas, were also present during this high-ranking

visit. Furthermore, the District Governor, the former Prime Minister and his family, and

Philippe Mignot, President of Château Gaillard, all visited the excavation site in order

to observe the work progress for themselves. Time and again, groups of tourists came

by from all over the world, including a tour group from Helvetas and two groups from

the Rietberg Museum (all from Switzerland) who were shown around the site on small

guided tours, allowing them to get photograph the work being done. Bhutanese from

other parts of the country who were attending the annual festival in the neighbour-

ing farming village, also came to see the site.

Consultancy and training

In addition to the scientific research of the castle, another objective of the Drapham

Dzong excavation was to consult Bhutan on the construction of its own archaeologi-

cal department. Beside this consultancy activity, which this year highlighted in parti -

cular the topics of sustainability, securing and reconstruction of archaeological exca-

vation sites, the Bhutanese engineers were trained during the on-going fieldwork.

Sonam Tashi intensively participated in the surveying and documentation tasks. Due

to the fact that the field work had to be completed in 2010, no evening lessons were

able to be held as much time was spent on documentation and inventorization work.

After 52 working days, on November 25, 2010, the excavation season for 2010,

which was also the project’s final fieldwork at Drapham Dzong, concluded. After a

difficult and tearful goodbye from our workers and the valley inhabitants, it was also
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Fig.5 Excavation team 2010.
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time to part from the adorable and helpful Maurer family at the Swiss Guesthouse.

Back in the capital of Thimpu and by invitation of the Minister of Home and Cultural

Affairs, the excavation team presented its first results from the 2010 excavation sea-

son to the Secretary General Penden Wangchuk at the dignified Thimphu Dzong. Be-

cause of an impromptu crisis meeting, the Home and Culture Minister was unable to

participate. A project presentation in a smaller setting at Helvetas Bhutan was also held.

That evening, the Director of the Department of Culture invited the excavation team

to a farewell dinner to thank the team for its work. Beside the official events, the fur-

ther procedure was discussed with the head of the DCHS, Nagtsho Dorji, and Kuenga

Wangmo. The team from Basel will prepare a draft and initial financing possibilities for

the conservation of the Drapham Dzong fortress. The DCHS office informed the team

that an official exhibition of the Drapham Dzong project will be held following the

completion of the publication by Prof Dr Werner Meyer, Kuenga Wangmo and the team

of the University of Basel.

With a heavy heart, the Swiss team headed home after three years of intensive

collaboration. It was very hard to say goodbye due to the development of deep friend-

ships and great love for this extraordinary country.

Photographs by: Werner Meyer, Dominique C. Oppler, Jorge Osatinsky, Silvia Scheuerer, 

Kuenga Wangmo, Gaby Weber and Valeria Wyler
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Fig. 6 Removal of a stone depot from 

the main fortress.
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In order to gain a better understanding of the following descriptions, we refer to the

provisional reports on the excavation stages in 2008 and 2009 (SLSA 2008 p. 25–52,

SLSA 2009 p. 25–60).

1. Objective

The excavation stage in 2010 concluded the local field work within the scope of the

three-year research project. Based on the results from the excavations in 2008 and 2009,

we aimed to achieve the following objectives:

1. Complete measurement of the ground plan in the main fortress.

2. Clarification of questions which remained unanswered in 2008 and 2009:

— Stratigraphy inside the main tower (Utse).

— Stratigraphy outside the western circular wall (sectors N and W).

— Stratigraphy outside the north front (areas Ee and Ud).

— Course resp. beginning of the verified canal in sectors G and S.

— Construction in sector L.

3. Exposure of the inner entrance section (new sector Z ).

4. Probe in the southern fore-fortress (new sector B ).

5. Hollow out the prospection in the area of the iron mine to the north of the

Drapham Dzong.

6. Obtain fundamentals in order to conserve the exposed walls and open the ruin

for the public.
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Fig. 8
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2. Procedure and progress

In view of miscellaneous instability factors (weather, number of workers, difficulties

with the ground and disposal of the excavated earth), the complete programme had

to be flexibly organised according to priorities; but in a manner that the central ob-

jectives could be achieved as top priority.

A complete exposure of the main fortress down to the natural clay soil or bedrock

was not pursued and also seemed unnecessary from a scientific point of view. We pro-

ceeded according to Olaf Olsen’s postulated principle in 1982: «…as much as neces-

sary, as little as possible». Thus, approximately 30% of the entire area was comple -

t ely exposed, i.e. down to the natural ground resp. the oldest walking level. 50% of

the area was cleared from surface debris, whereas the underlying settlement layers

were not affected. The residual 20% remained untouched, except for small abrasions

in the upmost layer area. This way, the ground plan of the main fortress was able to

be measured.

In most parts of the excavation area, tremendous amounts of debris emerged from

under the forest soil, especially in sectors L, Z, U and G, which delayed the survey of

the lower, archaeologically relevant layers and caused considerable problems regard-

ing the disposal of the excavated earth. Because the different excavation zones re-

vealed an unexpectedly large and complicated amount of building structures – walls,

staircases and tiled floors –, the documentation work reached an extent that was only

able to be narrowly coped with by the end of the excavation. Furthermore, the often

bad and wet weather only allowed for rough excavation work, and unfortunately, no

precision work, and certainly no drawing documentation. (It should be recalled that

all known possibilities of constructing canopies in Europe are out of the question at

3000 metres in the Himalayas on such a large excavation area.) Another reason for de-

lay was the fact that there were several places (areas Gn, Nb and Ud) with surprisingly

rich layers which implied using sieves for a particularly subtle excavation procedure.

Excavation-technological problems occured, not unexpectedly, inside the Utse. In

2008 and 2009, a large amount of the secondary debris had been removed, but the

settlement horizon at ground level had not been reached anywhere. The attempt in

2010 to expose it from the doorway at the south-western tower front had to be pre-

maturely abandoned. This was due to the fact that the inside of the walls of the Utse

– as a result of the devastation of the fire in 2009 – were in such a threateningly bad

state, that an extensive penetration into the three inner rooms Ta, Tb and Tc appeared

to be too dangerous. For safety reasons, we had to be content with the exposure of

approx. 7 square metres (Ti) directly behind the tower entrance.
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Fig.8 Drapham Dzong, main fortress, 

overall plan Dec. 2010 (JO, VW, KW, ST, SIS).

Fig. 9 Removal of a mighty root stock.
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The investigations of several excavation areas which weren’t able to be finished

in 2009 (Ue, Du, Ee, Gl, Se, et al.) were finally completed in 2010. Moreover, in dif-

ferent areas that had only been freed from secondary debris in 2008 and 2009, the

lower layers down to the walking level or the natural clay resp. bedrock partially led

to surprising observations in the stratigraphy and the walls. Outside the west front

(zones N and W), the circular wall’s foundation base which only rested on clay was

not allowed to be exposed along the entire length due to danger of erosion. We had

to make do with investigating the stratigraphy by means of individual slices below the

excavation level from 2009.

A painful measure forced itself upon the inner foyer (areas Go, Gp, Za). Here is

where walls with doorways appeared whose wooden supports were either rotten or

burnt so that the walls above – all out of joint – threatened to cave in if the support-

ive debris was removed. For safety reasons, these severely damaged parts of the walls

were torn down after the documentation was carried out.

Unfortunately, the investigations on the southern fore-fortress had to be restricted

to one single excavation area (Ba). Exploration in the northern fore-fortress and the

fortified valley settlement at the south-eastern foot of the fortress hill both had to be

completely abandoned. On the contrary, thanks to the good will of the landowner, we

were able to carry out a more precise prospection in the iron slag dump to the north-

east of the fortress hill.

Because enough workers were present during the final stage of the excavation,

important landscaping work was able to be carried out. This concerned the extension

of the access path and making a circuit that leads around the entire fortress hill.

Due to the expansion of the excavation sectors, the previous survey mesh had to

be upgraded. Thus, the entire detailed documentation, on a scale of 1:20 and 1:50,

was incorporated in the newly created general plan of the main fortress.

At the end of the excavation, there were no pending tasks left on the area of the

main fortress. The excavation areas that had been started were finished as planned,

the photographic and drawing documentation was completed, and the miscellaneous

sampling and small finds were inventoried. Hence, the path has been cleared for the

scientific work, for a comprehensive publication to evaluate the finds and results on

the Drapham Dzong.

3. The archaeological features

3.1 General

The observations made in 2008 and 2009 regarding the stratigraphy and the walls were

confirmed in 2010 and shall not be repeated here. The extent of cubatures for artifi-

cial terracing and filling became clearer than during the previous stages. Likewise, the

structure and the topographical form of the fortress hill before the foundation of the

Drapham Dzong became clearer.

The most important new result from 2010 is the stratigraphic and construction-

analytical proof of two clearly distinguishable construction phases (see below).

3.2 The individual excavation zones

3.2.1 The North Front (excavation areas Ee, Td, Ue)

The north front of the main fortress is formed by two projecting, rectangular auxiliary

towers (Ta Dzong nord and Ta Dzong ost ), the north side wall of the Utse and the two

flush-aligned curtain walls between the three towers. Butt joints separate the walls

resp. the buildings from one another, hence marking the individual construction stages

of phase I. In the eastern curtain wall, only an arrow slit and a severely damaged door-

way can be seen, the latter which was walled up at a later date. At the threshold height,

the door leads towards the north into the open. There were no signs of a staircase or
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a ramp which may have been interpreted as a connection between the main fortress

and the lower northern fore-fortress.

The walls of the entire north front rest on compact, natural clay whose surface

dips steeply towards west and east from the central axis. The foundations are coun-

tersunk in this clay down to a depth of 1.5m. The heterogeneously filled foundation

pits clearly stood out on the formation level and profile. A 5 to 50 cm thick settlement

deposit became exposed between the several metres high wall debris and the natural

loamy ground. In the angle between the Ta Dzong ost and the eastern front wall (area

Ud), where there had apparently been a landfill, an unexpectedly high number of small

finds (ceramic, metal and bone fragments) emerged; on the western side of the north

front (area Ee) however, the relatively weak settlement layer was nearly devoid of

finds.

3.2.2 The Utse and its northern forecourt (areas Te, Tg, Th, Ti)

The rising, severely damaged wall of the Utse was examined and documented in 2009

within the realms of possibility in an excavation-technological manner. As previously

mentioned, only a small part of the interior (Ti) was exposed down to the walking level

in 2010 for safety reasons. Together with the layers in the doorway (Th), a stratigra-

phy was recorded and documented which clearly showed the processes of the proven
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Fig. 10 Removal of a layer rich in finds at Du,

north of the Utse.

Fig. 11 Exposure of the staircase to the Utse

and the courtyard.
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fire damage in 2009. The primary debris characterised by fire residue and discovered

underneath the secondary debris contained a noticeable amount of burnt clay plaster

fragments particularly close to the wall. Underneath this, an upper burnt layer emerged

– heterogenously composed of burnt stones and clay pieces as well as parts of charred

beams and boards. Then, a 10 to 20 cm thick layer followed comprising yellow clay

with small round pebbles. This rested upon a lower, solid black burnt layer. This layer,

30 to 40 cm thick, consisted of charred wood, dissolved to the smallest particles, and

did not bear any structure whatsoever. A find or settlement layer was non-existent.

The lower burnt layer rested directly upon the floor which was formed by a coating of

clay with pebbles.

In the doorway (Th), the same order of the layers emerged, but was wedged to-

wards the outside, i.e. towards the south. On the wall with the door there were visi-

ble traces of the characteristic wooden frame where the door wings used to move.
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Fig. 13

Fig. 12

Fig. 12 Area Ti, interior of the Utse, 

layer profile NW–SE.

1 Excavation level 2009

2 Secondary debris

3 Primary debris

4 Upper burnt layer

5 Discharged, yellow clay

6 Lower burnt layer

7 Clay plaster in situ

8 Walking level made of clay and pebbles.

(WM, KW).

Fig. 13 Areas Th and Ti. Upper burnt layer,

lower beam position at the Utse. (VW, KH,

GW).
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Due to the stratigraphic results, the fire damage at the Utse can be reconstructed

as follows: at first, the interior of the building was pillaged and then set on fire. This

led to the destruction of the entire interior decoration; the clay floor of one upper floor

also caved in. Finally, the inner wooden constuctions as well as the roof also collapsed,

and the walls then gradually started to decay.

The entrance to the Utse and the threshold were approx. 1.3m above the level of

the courtyard (Doche); it was accessible from here via a flight of stairs with five steps.

Even though it was severely damaged, the staircase construction that was interlocked

with the wall of the Utse still shows its former representativeness.

All across the entire exposed area (Te/Tg), the courtyard revealed a carefully joined

tiled floor consisting of irregularly formed stones. Towards the north-west and south-

east, it joined the walls already observed in sectors F and G which had served as the

foundation for the two arcades (Ta Zee) which faced the courtyard. On the tiled floor

of the Doche, particularly on the western side, there was a thin, humous find layer

which contained lead musket balls and a variety of small Chinese porcelain fragments.

An extended wall was subsequently built on each side of the flight of stairs up to

the tower corners at the courtyard-facing facade of the Utse. Only just 0.6m wide and

as high as the top step, it may have served as a support for a prayer wheel, compara-

ble to analogue constructions in still preserved sacred buildings.
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Fig. 14 Entrance stairway of the Utse.

Fig. 15 Utse, view from the south with 

stairway and paved courtyard.
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3.2.3 The West Front (sectors N and W)

In 2009, the largest part of the surface debris had already been removed from the en-

tire length of the western front of the main fortress. The enclosure or circular wall de-

picts an elongated, slightly angled alignment which is approx. 80m long. At the north-

ern end, it is reinforced with the previously mentioned corner tower (Ta Dzong nord)

and in the centre with a projecting auxiliary tower (Ta Dzong west). With a distinctive

construction joint, the southern section, approx. 18m long, joins a corner unit of ad-

jacent walls to the north.

The foundation area of the enclosure wall was to be investigated in 2010 by means

of two test pits. The slightly projecting and indented wall base (in the subsoil) emerged

in the southern pit (Wb). The natural ground consisted of firm, sandy loam. It was cov-

ered with a relatively weak, humous settlement layer with hardly any inclusions and a

whitish, calcareous building horizon.

A completely different and complex find emerged in the northern pit (Nb). Hence,

it was necessary to extend it towards the north. At the foot of the enclosure wall, two

fragile walls running towards each other in a funnel-like manner were discovered

which confined a trapezoidal area on a slant down the slope of the hill. This was paved

with stone slabs. The western, lower end of the peculiar construction did not remain

preserved. A grey-black, compact, loamy layer with numerous inclusions – mainly ani -

mal bones and ceramic fragments – stretched across the tiled floor.

It is not easy to interpret the finding. It is probably a collecting tank for house-

hold waste or garbage which was disposed of in a latrine facility set within the en-

closure wall.

3.2.4 The buildings in the south-west corner of the main fortress (sector L )

The upper layers of debris in sector L, in some places as thick as 4 m, had already been

removed in 2009. The walls that emerged still did not allow for any architectural cor-

relation. In 2010, it was possible to gain essential insights into the architectural se-

quence.

A square building (area Lb) with a ground level entrance on the northern side

emerged in the south-west corner of the enclosure wall. The floor, above which a thin

layer with hardly any finds was found, consisted of clay and pebbles. On the level of

this floor, a door in the southern enclosure wall led into the open, approx. 3m above

the ground on its outer side. Above a balcony whose holes for the girders were still

intact, the door was connected to the platform halfway up the entrance stairway (area

Sc). Therefore, one could say it was an auxiliary gate for the buildings in sector L.
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With its northern and eastern wall, the square, perhaps tower-shaped building in

area Lb joined an older wall angle, clearly defined by vertical joints. Its out-bound side

heading north extended to the wall that connected the small tower (Ta Dzong süd)

with the western enclosure wall. The side pointing to the east faced the large boulder

in front of the south-east corner of the Ta Dzong süd, but didn’t reach it, stopping 

after six metres. Above the wall coping, an approx. 0.6m thick mound of clay and

stones was discovered on top of which a stone slab floor emerged. This floor covered

the entire eastern half of sector L. This provided conclusive proof for two-phases re-

garding the main fortress.

3.2.5 The south-east building and the inner gate system (areas Go, Gp, Za-c)

The area to the south and east of the mighty boulder (sector Z ) remained untouched

in 2008 and 2009. It seemed likely however that the staircase from the second gate

(sector S ) to the courtyard of the main fortress (Doche) must somehow have passed

through this sector, which is why an extensive coverage of the entire area between

the boulder resp. the south-east wall of the Ta Dzong süd and the south-east section

of the circular wall was carried out in 2010. Its outer alignment had already been de-

tected at the outer gate (Sd) in 2009. Now, it was traced northwards over a length of

approx. 30m. As it turned out, it had been solidified on the bedrock which rose step-

like towards the north. In order to strengthen the wall, 20 to 70 cm wide ledges had

been projected in the foundation area. On the outside of the wall base, a settlement

layer of only 5 to 10 cm thickness with sparse inclusions (ceramic fragments and ani-

mal bones) emerged on the surface of the rock underneath the mighty wall debris.

In 2010, we succeeded in tracing the staircase ramp of the second gate (Sc) –

which had been discovered the year before – to its upper end (area Zc). The staircase,

3m wide, comprised a total of 11 steps; the upper, eastern half was severely damaged.

The staircase led to a walking level solidified with stone slabs; this level apparently

filled the entire south-eastern inner corner of the main fortress area, but had slipped

down at the edges of the east and south side, including the base. The latter consisted

of an artificial clay mound of an unknown thickness. The walking level was equivalent

to the height of the tiled floor that emerged in area Lf (see 3.2.4.).

To the north, the walking level in area Zc was confined by a wall that stretched

between the large rocks and the eastern enclosure wall. A passage with five strongly

fragmented steps (Zb) was situated at its west end. These led to an adjacent terrace

in the north, approx. 1m higher up. The terrace was covered with a carefully laid stone

slab tiled floor (Za). To the east, the tiled floor joined the enclosure wall; to the west,

it joined an approx. 1.5m high terrain level formed by boulders and two supporting
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Fig.16 Area Nb, collecting tank for garbage

outside the circular wall, view towards the

south.

Fig. 17 Main fortress, full view from the south.
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walls. The south-eastern narrow side of the Ta Dzong süd was solidified on this terrain

level. To the north, the tiled floor was confined by a wall which joined the east corner

of the Ta Dzong süd by means of a butt joint, reaching the circular wall at its eastern

end with which it was interlocked, forming a corner unit.

In this wall, there was a 1.4m wide, subsequently walled up doorway with a caved-

in lintel. Its threshold was approx. 0.5m lower than the above-mentioned tiled floor

which therefore must originate from more recent times than the wall including the

doorway. This matches the fact that the southern section of the circular wall was built

with a butt joint towards the previously mentioned wall corner.

The doorway could be seen as the entrance portal of the main fortress in phase

1. In phase 2, it was walled up and the adjacent level in the south was lifted by de -

position of the tiled floor. This transformation took place during the extension of the

main fortress towards the south in phase 2.

The subsequently walled up gate in phase 1 led to a rectangular room (Go) with

an inside area of 6 by 6.8m. It was completely filled with debris which was penetrated

by a small amount of fire residue. Its floor consisted of clay and pebbles, and a thin

settlement layer stretched across it with sparse inclusions. Two installed stone slabs at

floor level on the transverse axis of the room can probably be interpreted as supports

for wooden supporting pillars. A light slit was discovered in the eastern outer wall of

the room. Of two other ground level doors, one of them could be opened on the north

side, leading to the partially excavated east wing (Drasha/Shab Khor ost). The other

door, embedded in the north-western wall, led to an approx. 5m long narrow corri-

dor (Gp) which stretched underneath the wall of the eastern arcade (Ta Zee) into the

courtyard. Here, it was crushed into the lower part of the bedrock. Thanks to a cavity

in the debris, an original beam had been preserved from the wooden lintel of the foun-

dation of the Ta Zee.

The finding in the areas Go and Gp apparently forms the remainder of the origi-

nal inner gate system from phase 1. It was possible to enter the covered room Go

through the first gate which was walled up at a later date. From this room, one turned

at a right angle into the corridor Gp in order to reach the courtyard via a steep wooden

staircase which no longer exists (Doche).

Near the exit at the entryway, a vertical, approx. 1.2m deep well with a square

outlet (20 cm2) emerged in the paved tiles. This was the inflow to the canal which had

already been discovered in 2008/2009 in sectors G and S. It obviously served the pur-

pose to lead rainwater from the courtyard into the open.

The excavated wall remains gave no answer to the question of the design and

course of the inner entrance in phase 2. It is only certain that the gate system discov-

ered in Go and Gp from phase 1 was closed down.

3.2.6 The south-east corner of the southern fore-fortress (area Ba)

At the south-east corner of the southern fore-fortress, a stairway reinforced by a tower

branched off, connecting the defence facilities on the cliff top with the fortified settle -

ment at the south-eastern foot of the fortress hill. By means of fragile, partly densely

overgrown traces of the wall, the course of this corridor was able to be traced. Its up-

permost section, approx. 50m long, led down a slight slope to a small mound of de-

bris where an advanced tower was situated and where the steep zigzag descent to

the fortified valley settlement began.

The entrance to the stairway (area Ba) was excavated in the south-east corner of

the southern fore-fortress. The result was disappointing because no steps emerged

within the excavated area as in 2008, when, during a small prospecting procedure,

steps were discovered at a lower position of the corridor. Between the two connect-

ing walls in excavation area Ba, a small amount of debris consisting of clay and stones

emerged underneath the forest floor near the wall; underneath this, the natural
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Fig. 18 Excavation 2010, top view, areas Go,

Gp, Za, Zb. (WM, JO, VW).

Fig. 19 Area Za, older gate (phase 1) with 

passage in area Go. In the foreground: tiled

floor from recent times (phase 2).

19

10_Bhutan2.xpd_3.1 buthan06.xp  27.07.11  15:55  Seite 239



ground rising to the west emerged which consisted of compact, sandy loam inter-

spersed with boulders of different sizes. Apparently, essential stone steps needed for

inspection had been removed which is why no settlement layer could be located.

The preserved wall was still 0.3 to 1.1m high and stood in the the natural clay soil

with tiered foundations. The heterogeneously filled foundation pits were clearly visi-

ble. The stairway was 3.5m wide. The elongated southern connecting wall joined the

southern enclosure wall of the fore-fortress seamlessly. With a seam and at an obtuse

angle, the northern wall, running in parallel, joined the outer alignment – which ends

here – of the eastern fore-fortress’ enclosure wall. There were no indications of a lock-

able gate system at this connecting point (joint) of the fore-fortress and stairway. In

contrast, there were signs of an arrow slit and a doorway in the northern connection

wall, wherby the doorway was presumably a postern.

4. Samples and small findings

Also in 2010, numerous samples were taken from the walls and settlement layers. At

present (March 2011), these samples are subject to scientific tests at different institutes

belonging to the University of Basel and the Centrum voor Isotopen Onderzoek at the

University of Groningen NL. Because the Drapham Dzong is situated in a geologically

highly eventful zone – which can be observed due to the variety in the natural build-

ing ground – several rock and clay samples were also taken.

The material and type categories of the artefacts are largely within the scope of

the previous findings from 2008 and 2009. However, several groups have become more

comprehensible. There are now more fragments of blue painted Chinese porcelain

which, by the majority, may originate from thin-guaged Akhals (diametre: 12 to 14 cm).

A new object found among the relatively sparse iron findings is an arrow head with a

tang and a flat, lancet-shaped blade. Particularly notable are approx. 10 lead muscet

balls. They mainly emerged in the courtyard in front of the Utse. Their calibres range

from 12 to 22mm. Hence, they must have been fired from different kinds of weapons.

That they were actually fired, is proven by the specimens that were deformed upon

impact.

In 2010, iron slags also emerged on the Drapham Dzong. During the course of

the initiated laboratory tests, they must be matched with the slag samples from the

former iron mine to the north of the fortress hill.

Among the stone artefacts, the fragment of a millstone should also be mentioned.

The function of a stone slab (approx. 20 cm in diametre) with two small, artificially

manu factured indentations remains unclear.
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Fig. 20 View of the entire area from the south-

east with the excavation area on the southern

fore-fortress Ba in the foreground, as seen from

a projecting tower.

Fig. 21a Drapham Dzong 2010, selected small

finds

1–5 Coarse pottery, rim fragments

(WM).

Fig. 21b Drapham Dzong 2010, selected small

finds.

6 Coarse pottery, spout.

7–8 Coarse pottery, wall fragments with 

decoration.

9–11 Iron arrow heads.

12–15 Lead musket balls.

16–17 Fine ceramics, porcelain-like.

18–21 Rim fragments made of porcelain

(WM).
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Fig.21b
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Fragments of local ceramics are now available in larger quantities – especially due

to the abundance of finds in the areas Nb and Ud. Typologically, they correspond to

the previously known pieces, but mainly originate from large, bulbous vessels with a

protruding edge. In addition to the already known strap handles, a beaked spout was

also found. In the tempering, the rich amount of mica, which cannot originate from

river sand due to its sharp edges, still has to be examined more precisely1. A quarry

containing mica is situated in the vicinity of the Drapham Dzong. Samples taken from

the quarry may indicate some kind of connection.

Beside the coarse, grey-black or grey-brown kitchen ceramics, there are also pieces

of delicate goods. Apart from the aforementioned porcelain fragments, fragments of

small bowls are worth mentioning which are burnt light-brown in the core and bear

a white coating. This still has to be analysed, but it does seem that these pieces may

well be an imitation of the «genuine» solid white porcelain.
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1 Provisional definition by Prof Dr St. Graeser,

Mineralogical Institute of the University of Basel

Fig.22 Rim fragments of a small porcelain

bowl, dark blue painting.

Fig.23 Rim fragments of a small porcelain

bowl, blue rim painting.

Fig.24 Base fragment of a small porcelain bowl,

bottom side, blue painting.
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In 2010, more fragments of animal bones were discovered than during the previ-

ous excavation stages. They most certainly will account for a statistically representative

complex. Although the evaluation of these findings has just started at the Institute for

Prehistory and Archaeological Science (University of Basel), it has already started to

show that these bones may derive mainly from domestic animal remains (cattle and

pigs).

5. Provisional results

Due to the fact that, at present, the results of diverse laboratory tests – in particular

the definite data of the radiocarbon samples – are not yet available, any final state-

ments about e.g. the period of foundation and conveyance, certain aspects of life

forms or the economic environment cannot yet be made.

It seems certain that the complex can be dated back to the 16th and 17th century.

It remains to be seen whether or not written sources can determine a historical set-

ting. At present, sound conclusions can only be drawn from the archaeological find-

ings, the stratigraphy and the building or wall analysis.

On the main fortress of the Drapham Dzong, only one single settlement period

can be verified. Within this period however – this was only revealed in 2010 –, there

are clearly two construction phases. Numerous butt joints indicate that in both phases,

the construction was advanced in stages. In some individual walls, gaps were left to

transport material during construction work – they were closed after the work was

finished.

The ground plan clearly emerges and seems to have been definite since the be-

ginning. The complex is rectangular with a longitudinal axis heading from the north-

east to the south-west. Transversely, a dominant tower rose on both sides – the Utse

in the north, and the smaller tower Ta Dzong süd in the south. Two multiply separated,

elongated wings (Drasha/Shab Khor ost and west) with an arcade (Ta Zee) in the front,

extended along the north-western and south-eastern circular wall and, together with

both towers, surrounded the central courtyard, the Doche. The entrance to the fortress

was situated in the south-west corner of the complex. The north and west front areas

of the main fortress were fortified with a total of three projecting rectangular towers

(Ta Dzong west, nord and süd).

Slight distortions in the ground plan, which used right angles for alignment,

broadly reveal the construction progress in phase 1, together with the wall seams. The

Utse was obviously built first. At the time being and for unknown reasons, its trans-

verse axis deviates by about 10 degrees from the longitudinal axis of the main fortress

to which all other buildings are aligned. Therefore, the course of the enclosure wall

had to be slightly interrupted a few times and rotated away from the right angle; this

was the only way to symmetrically arrange the southern section where the small tower

(Ta Dzong süd) is located and which was built as the second building, situated exactly

diagonally to the longitudinal axis.

Already during phase 1, the entrance to the main fortress must have been built

from the direction of the southern fore-fortress. It can no longer be defined how it

was designed due to the construction activity in phase 2. The actual gate system was

situated in the south-east corner (areas Go and Gp). It did not provide an especially

representative view, but was able to be defended. On the other hand, a decidedly rep-

resentative character was given by the south facade of the Utse with the flight of stairs

comprising five steps.

In phase 2, the south front of the main fortress was throughly redesigned and ex-

tended. The enclosure wall was subsequently moved forward by approx. 18m towards

the south-west and south east corner of the circular wall from phase 1. The new area

surrounded by a wall was built over in the western part (section L ), and raised by earth
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deposits in the east (sector Z ). The entrance received two new gate systems with brick

steps. The original entrance to the inner section was walled up and replaced by a

higher construction which can no longer be reconstructed.

We were able to estimate the original height of several buildings by means of the

vertical wall and the volume of the masses of debris. Thus, the Utse was probably about

20m high (without the wooden roof structure), and the small tower (Ta Dzong süd)

about 15m, whereas the circular wall was approx. 12m high on the outside.

Conclusive designated functions of the individual buildings resp. inner rooms can-

not yet be defined at the present stage of analysis and evaluation of the findings and re-

sults. The Utse was probably a residential building, a fortification and a ceremonial build-

ing in one. Further, living space was presumably situated in the Ta Dzong süd as well as

in the two Drasha wings. Defence facilities, not just symbolic ones, but moreover de-

signed for practical defense, can be observed in the main fortress, particularly on the pe-

riphery. The three projecting auxiliary towers (Ta Dzong west, nord and süd) were

equipped with slits for arrows and small-calibre firearms. There were also arrow slits in

the enclosure wall, in the outer gate system and in the connecting walls of the stairway.

Apart from the low wall at the courtyard facade of the Utse, which could have

served as a base for prayer mills, no other facilities showed signs of a religious life.

There were also no indications of handcraft activity. The fragment of a millstone bears

hardly any significance because it was found as spolia in the wall debris. The excavated

iron slags allow us to anticipate a power-related and administrative connection with

the iron mine whose traces can be found 500 metres north of the fortress. Presum-

ably, the iron production, along with the trading routes, was the economic basis for

the construction and operation of such a huge fortress complex in the barren high val-

ley of the Chamkhar.

Mythical reports tell of a violent downfall of the Drapham Dzong. In the archaeo -

logical findings, there are indeed indications of a warlike destruction. The Utse and

other buildings were burnt down after being thoroughly pillaged. Some parts of the

walls show traces of deliberate destruction, and several findings – particularly muscet

balls – suggest that violent actions took place, according to the place and state they

were found in. The exact processes, their dating and political backgrounds are still sub-

ject to further clarification.

While the evaluation of the findings and the excavation documentation for a com-

prehensive report are underway, preparations for the conserveration of the excavated

wall must be made. It is absolutely necessary that these safety measures are taken if

the ruins of the Drapham Dzong are to be preserved as a historical monument for fu-

ture generations.

Photographs by: Werner Meyer, Karin Hartmann, Dominique Oppler, Jorge Osatinsky, 

Silvia Scheuerer, Kuenga Wangmo, Gaby Weber and Valeria Wyler
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