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Kyabje Apho Rinpoche

Kyabje Apho Rinpoche was born at Kyiphuk,
the retreat place of Shakya Shri, with a knot
of long matted hair that reached down to his
mouth, which was recognized as a sign of his
past practice. His father, Apho Kunlha, was the
third son of Shakya Shri, and his mother, Sonam
Palzom, came from royalty of the Sangag Choe-
ling region.

While still in his mother's womb he was
given the name Ngawang Yeshe Rangdrol by his
uncle, Phamchok Rinpoche, and recognized as
the incarnation of the youngest son of Shakya
Shri, Apho Ngawang. Apho Ngawang was said
to be the body emanation of Drukpa Yongdzin
Rinpoche and had died in Nepal during the reno-
vation of the Boudhanath Stupa.

When Apho Rinpoche was two years’ old his
family was living in Kham, and it was there that
he was further recognized as a tulku of Sindar
Gompa, part of Kyvabje Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche's
monastery. At eleven years of age, due to a local
war in Kham, he returned to Kyiphuk. Here he
studied with Lama Sonam Zangpo, a student
of Shakya Shri from Bhutan (and Dzongzar
Khyentse’s maternal grandfather).

Later he pursued his Drukpa yogic training
with Tripon Pema Choegyal from Ladakh, holder
of Shakya Sri's Mahamudra lineage, and complet-
ed his training to perfection, becoming Pema
Choegyal’s heart student. During the training of
the 5ix Yogas of Naropa, all the yogic postures
were naturally and effortlessly accomplished, as
it they were always in his mind, carried from a
previous life. Later, when Pema Choegyal was
training others including the Eleventh Gyalwang
Drukpa, the First Thuksey Rinpoche, Yogi Gegen
Khyentse and Omze Sherab, Apho Rinpoche
became the guide and instructor.

The Eleventh Gyalwang Drukpa was
particularly fond of Apho Rinpoche and often
confided in him. Apho Rinpoche’s lifelong devo-
tee and attendant, Imi Drupten, was sent to him
from Druk Sangag Choeling Monastery by the
Gyalwang Drukpa. His heart student, Gegen
Khyentse, also came from this Drukpa monastery.

It was these two devoted beings who together
selflessly supported the family and lineage after
their guru’s passing in India.

Apho Rinpoche continued his three-year
retreat at Kyiphuk and was so concentrated in
his practice that he often forgot to eat and even
his guru became worried. This resulted in his
poor health later in life.

Following his three-year retreat, Apho
Rinpoche was requested by Phamchok Rinpoche
to help with the building of a three-story Guru
Rinpoche statue in Kyiphuk. It was after this
project was finished that Apho Rinpoche’s activi-
ties really flourished, for he was then invited to
teach and train practitioners in all the Drukpa
retreat centers throughout Tibet. Still, in present
day Tibet, there are many who have unrelenting
devotion to him.

Sangyum Urgyen Chodon was chosen by
Pema Choegyal, their guru, as Apho Rinpoche’s
consort, to continue the vogic family lineage.
“Ama-la” (meaning “mother” in Tibetan) as she
later became known, was said to be a descendant
of Lonpo Ghar (Songtsen Gampo’s royal minister
who was thought to have been an incarnation of
Vajrapani). Ama-la was a profound practitioner
and became a living example to everyone of how
to be a yogini in daily life.

It was at this time, when Apho Rinpoche’s
activities were at their peak, that the events of
the Cultural Revolution forced him to leave Tibet
with his consort and retinue and undertake the
arduous journey to India.

In India, Apho Rinpoche continued to teach
and was invited to all the Himalayan regions such
as Lahaul, Pangay, Sikkim, Ladakh and Zanskar.
In these remote places he re-established many
centers and revived the Yogi and Yogini lineage
of Shakya Shri. The family spent a few years in
Gangtok, Sikkim, and it was here that his eldest
son, Sey Rinpoche, was born. Later they moved
to Garsha (also known as “Khandroling”, or *The
Land of Dakinis") where his two daughters, Semo
Dechen Wangmo and Khandro Thrinlay Chodon,
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were born. They also lived in Pangay for one
year where Sey Jampal Dorje, the second son,
was born. The youngest son, Sey Jigme Dorje,
was born during a three-year stay at Gotsang
hermitage, Ladakh.

In these extremely cold regions where Apho
Rinpoche stayed and established retreat centers,
there are still practitioners to this day who are
doing the Six Yogas of Naropa training, including
the psychic heat practice which involves sleeping
out in the snow and then being able to dry damp
bed sheets from the resulting body heat.

After so much journeying in the Himalayas,
Apho Rinpoche finally settled in Manali. Here
he set up his home and small monastery which
became a study and training center for all yogis
and voginis throughout the Himalayas, a center
like the Kyiphuk and Siddhikha of Tibet. The
students would come to Manali to train in strict
retreat, and then return to their homelands and
continue their practice with devotion.

Apho Rinpoche also became one of the first
Buddhist teachers famed in the West, though he
never actually traveled there; Westerners flocked
from the Tibetan Library in Dharamsala to Apho
Rinpoche in Manali. His understanding of the
mind, together with his clarity, incisiveness and
humor meant he was much respected and loved
by all whom he met and taught. His Holiness
the Dalai Lama later requested him to teach
at the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives
in Dharamsala, but his early passing in 1974
prevented this.

Apho Rinpoche received all the Nyingma
empowerments from Jamyang Khyentse Chokyi
Lodoe, Kyabje Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, Kyabje
Dudjom Rinpoche Jigdral Yeshe Dorje, Dzogchen
Khenpo Gonri, Polo Khenpo and many more. He
received Drukpa Lineage empowerments from
the Seventh Drukpa Yongdzin Rinpoche, the
Fighth Drukpa Choegon Rinpoche, the Eleventh
Gyalwang Drukpa and Tripon Pema Choegyal.
He had many students all over the world, among
them the late Sengdrak Rinpoche, the late Korzok
Tulku, the late Khamdrag Rinpoche, Bodong
Drogon Rinpoche, Gegen Khyentse, Omze Sherab
and Imi Drupten.

At the time of his death, Apho Rinpoche told

Imi Drupten to persuade Gegen Khyentse to start
teaching and giving initiations to his students,
which Gegen Khyentse happily did until his own
death.

The lineage still continues with the bless-
ings of all the great masters of the past. Each
of the children and the deeply devoted students
of Apho Rinpoche and Gegen Khyentse are
now serving the lineage according to their own
capacities. Imi Drupten is the only person alive
from the original entourage of Apho Rinpoche,
and he is at present the backbone around which
all the activities evolve. Sey Rinpoche continues
to manage the family monastery and its respon-
sibilities, Sey Jampal continues with his humani-
tarian work, Khandro Thrinlay Chodon with her
Khachodling vision, and Sey Jigme devotes his
life and skills to giving support wherever neces-
sary. The hills of the Himalayas are dotted with
practitioners whose unwavering devotion and
practice inflames the beauty and depth of this

yogi lineage. @.

The above abridged biographies were compiled and written
by Khandro Thrinlay Chodon with the help of Jane Miknius in
September 2006, Manali, India. ® Khachodling Trust Archive and
reproduced here with permission.
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