Thai Forest Schools

The earliest Buddhist monks were wanderers. The four ‘resources’ on which they were to rely are given as 1. alms collected in bits for food, 2. old rags for clothing, 3. cow’s urine for medicine, and 4. shelter of trees for residence. The Indian climate does not, however, support a wandering lifestyle throughout the year. Moving around is virtually impossible for the three months of the rainy season, so monks tended to settle down together in temporary dwellings during that period. Over time, lay supporters started to provide more permanent accommodation for the resident monks, some of whom took to remaining in these proto-monasteries all year round. Eventually, a new type of monk emerged: the scholar. The resident, scholastic lifestyle became increasingly popular and eventually permanently settled, scholastic monks came to outnumber their forest-dwelling (arannavasin) brethren.

In Sri Lanka the separation of the two was recognised in the 12th century reforms of king Parakkama Bahu (Skt. Parakrama Bahu), persisted through the reforms of 1753 (when the Siyam Nikaya, with its divisions into village dwellers and forest dwellers was created) and into the modern period when, in 1968, unaffiliated forest monks were granted permission to form their own nikaya. In Thailand the situation was somewhat different. When king Rama the 5th (r. 1868-1910) created a national organisation for the Thai sangha he sent his representatives out to all monasteries to find a meditation tradition that was worthy of royal support. They returned empty handed; so he put all his energies into promoting textual study. The texts do, however, preserve information about the arannavasin lifestyle and in the late 19th century two monks from Northwestern Thailand, Phra Ajahn Sao Kantasilo and Phra Aja Mun Bhuridatto, decided to put this lifestyle into practice.

After his ordination in 1893, Ajahn Mun went to study meditation under Ajahn Sao, who taught him a mantric form based on repetition of the word ‘buddho.’ They then went on a number of pilgrimages together and engaged in ascetic practices known as ‘thudong’ (Skt. dhutanga). These are designed to promote detachment and vigour. The Pali texts list 13 of these, the most popular being living off alms food, eating just one meal per day, living at least half a mile from a village, wearing robes made from rags and sleeping in the sitting position.  Following their pilgrimage to the shrine at Phra That Phanom, Ajahn Mun wandered around the wilderness of Northeastern Thailand alone and then, in 1911, walked to Burma in order to further his studies of meditation. In 1913, whilst meditating in a cave in Nakhon Nayok, he attained, according to his disciples, the state of non-returner (anagamin). The rest of his life was spent wandering the length and breadth of Thailand, often alone, sometimes guiding other monks in the practices of thudong, and undertaking meditation retreats. 

In the late 1920s the monastic authorities attempted to suppress the ‘vagrant’ forest monks and turn them into ‘productive’ members of society. They did not succeed, and the discipline of  Ajahn Mun and his students ensured that their reputations were enhanced in the following years. His disciples recorded his attainment of arhatship in the late 1930s. Ajahn Sao died in 1942 and Ajahn Mun followed him in 1948. By the time of their deaths the Thai forest tradition (Kammattana) was firmly established. Its most influential teacher in modern times has been Ajahn Chah (see box), who opened the tradition to Westerners. They, in turn, have established Thai forest centres across the English-speaking world. The meditation taught at these centres is mainly of the satipatthana type, which Ajahn Mun may have brought back with him from Burma.

Two other prominent teachers who established forest monasteries are Upasika Kee Nanayon (1901-1979) and Buddhadasa Bhikkhu (1906-1993). Kee Nanayon was the most influential female Buddhist teacher of modern times. In 1945 she established a small retreat centre with her aunt and uncle near the Royal Park Mountain outside Rajburi. She was an ardent reader of Buddhist texts and books and a disciplined meditator. The retreat centre developed into a women’s practice centre, which still offers women opportunities for spiritual development (challenging traditional Theravada attitudes towards women) and continues to disseminate her teachings through the distribution of her books and audio recordings. Her meditation teachings can be located within the satipatthana tradition, though with an emphasis on the regulation of the breath that would be discouraged by other satipatthana teachers.

Buddhadasa Bhikkhu underwent traditional monastic training and was ordained in 1926. In an attempt to get back to a more authentic form of Buddhism he moved into an abandoned monastery in southern Thailand. There he practised simple, ethical living combined with extensive meditation. He quickly attracted followers with his largely modernist approach to Buddhist doctrine and a meditation practice that embraced concentrative (dhyana/jhana) elements as well as ones that focussed on mindfulness (sati). He was also noted for his social activism and claims that advanced levels of practice can take meditators beyond religious labels and identities, a position quite close to that of many contemporary Western teachers of mindfulness meditation.

Ajahn Chah

Born in rural Northeast Thailand, Ajahn Chah, like most of his countrymen, grew up in close proximity to a Buddhist monastery (Wat in Thai). Intrigued by the lives of the monks, and perhaps weary of agricultural chores, he requested admission to the monastery as a dekwat (monastery child) at the age of nine. In 1931 he ordained as a novice and then, after a few years, disrobed to return to life as a layman (quite common in Thailand, where temporary ordination is the norm). He fell in love and almost married, but he was not destined for householder life. The girl he loved married one of his friends and he decided to take the full ordination in 1939.

After a few years of intensive study he went on pilgrimage to Central Thailand, adopting the lifestyle of a forest monk as he travelled. In his search for an effective means of putting the Buddha’s teachings into practice he was led to Ajahn Mun Bhuridatto, who taught him mindfulness meditation. He then adopted the lifestyle of the forest monk until 1954, when he was invited back to his home village. In a nearby forest location he established the meditation centre that would later become Wat Pah Pong. Disciples moved in to learn meditation under his guidance, and soon branch monasteries were established in other parts of Thailand. From 1969 onward Wat Pah Pong saw a small but steady stream of Westerners come to study meditation, including the venerable Sumedho, who became the first abbot of the International Forest Monastery (Wat Pah Nanachat).

Ajahn Chah was invited to England in 1977and 79 and then went on to teach in America and Canada. Sumedho and a few other monks remained in Britain, initially at the Hampstead Buddhist Vihara and later at Chithurst (now Cittaviveka Monastery) where a 100-acre wood had been donated to the sangha. The establishment of other monasteries soon followed, both in Britain and across the English-speaking world. Ajahn Chah died in 1981, leaving a vibrant legacy of Buddhist teaching, practice and lifestyle behind him. Thousands attended his funeral.
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