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REJUVENATE MIND, BODY AND SPIRIT IN THE

LAND OF THE THUNDER DRAGON

STORY BY
Nianne-Lynn Hendricks
1] elcome to Bhutan, the Land

of the Thunder Dmgon,” an-
nounces our Druk Ale pilot,
about 15 minutes before we
laxrch it P honal Alr-

mminder that everyday lile s permeated by
Buddhist tweachings and philosaphy.

My first stop is the National Memord-
al Chorten, a Tibetan-style stupa. Built in
1974, it commemorates the nation's third
Kking Tigmee Dorji Wangehuck, considered
the father of modern Bhutan. Swarming
with devotees from all walks of life, cir-

port. For passengers like me, in a window
scat on the left-hand side of the plane, the
trip ofa lifetime begins now.

As the plane (lies arownd o mountaln, Esr
I the dhistanoe | glim pse the snow-oovened
Himakiyas. Landing at Paro International
Aldrpart, at an clevation of 2,320m, is noth-
I short of nerve-wracking, The dramatic
approach is at a 45-degree angle between
miouriains; not until the very last minute
does the 2km runway appear One of the
most dangemous landings in the workd, only
17 pibots arc qualified 1o Land here.

Nesiled between India and Tibet,
the tiny mountainous kingdom of Bhu-
tan is often referned toas the workd's “last
Shangri-LaT IUs easy (o see why: as I make
my way to the capital city of Thimgpu, an
hour-ansd-a-hall from Paro, serenity takes
over almost immeciately. Fluttering prayer
Mags and chortens (stupas) are dotted
adong the mads and avenues, a constant re-

« chortenin a clockwise
direction {a rule for any religious structun:
im Bhutan) or tuming the large red prayer
wheed, it s a hive of activity throughout the
day.

Sarely in need of relaxation after a long
Might, | check into Six Senses Thimph for
a good night's skeep and signature Bhu-
tanese hot stone bath. Charcoal-heated
river stones are dmopped into a wooden
tubs filled with naturally heated water and
wormwood, which is known for its medic-
Inal properties.

“The meditative state that the bath puts
your in ks perfect for an carly moming vis-
it to Buddha Point, where a 51.5m-high
bronge statue of Buddha Dordenma siis
atop a hill in Kuenselphodrang Nature
Park. One of the largest sétting Budkdha stat-
s in thee workd, it is sakd to bostow peace
and happiness. The view of Thimpho valley
from Buddha Point is especially beawtiful
atnight.
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The Bhutancse are exiremely patriot-
e and inis rare not b see any of them in
national garbs in facy, this Is compulsory
during working hours. Men wear a robe

e the ghy T

™ dress
called Ih\' kira. Both are rather elaborite
and come in a variety of destgis as tradi-

thonal weaning is an important part of the
culture, as evidenced by the Natkonal Tex-
tile Muscum, which is well wortha visit

Novvisht to Thimphu is complete without
a wrip to Tashichho Deong (or the Thimphu
Dreong). The *fortress of the glorious reli-
ghon” was constructed in 1641 and restored
by Tiggrmne Dol Wanigehiick in the 1960, 1t
houses a monastery and the office of the
[¥harmma Rajas, e head of the civil govern-
ek, who shares power with the king. lis
also the country’s officlal summeer caplial.
The building features the elaborate towers
and roof architecture seen throughout the
country. Visitors mustwear national dress,
s this is your chance to dress like a local!
{Mast tour operators provide you with a
s o kira.)

The road 10 Gangrey (an chevation of
3.,000m) runs through the Dochula Pass,
which offers a stunning panoramic view
of the Himalayan mountain range on a
chear day. Sadly, I'm not so fortunate, but
the mist that hovered over the mountain:
tops is neverthebess breathtaking, The pass

isa popular spiritual destination, featuring
some 108 chortens, built by Her Majes-
1y The Quueen Mother Ashi Dol Wangmo
Wangchuck tocomamremorn e Bhutan's vic-
1oy over Assamese ir In 2003,
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THE TINY MOUNTAINOUS
KINGDOM OF BHUTAN

IS OFTEN REFERRED TO

ASTHE WORLD'S ‘LAST

SHANGRI-LA’;IT'S EASY

T0 SEE WHY

The best way 1o explone the U-shaped
glacial valley is through the Gangley Na-
ture Trail, a popular hike thai takes around
90 minutes. The trail starts at Gangley

o

Driving through small villages amd
Tush gree: m‘r} 1 can't help but notice the

juana growing wild, Ap-
parenily, II s used as pig fod der!

Chna forcstod hill everlooking Phobijkha
Valley Is Gangiey Goemba, a monastery
dating back to the 1 7th century. The largest
Nyingma monastery in western Bhistan, It
was founded in 1613 by Gyalse Pema Thin-
Lay, the grandson of Pema Thinley, 3 15th
century “treasure secker” who predicted
thiat & monastery named “gangteng” (hill-
top ) worntkd be built at this she and that his
teachings woulkd spread from there.

ba, descending towards Sem-
chubara Village amd ending at Khewa
Lhakhang, across a small stream. Pholijik-
ha Valley s one of Bhutan's most beawtiful
dhstinations. This wide, rolling valley ks sur-
rounded by mountains on all sides. Itisa
place where time stands siill.

Thee walley is alvo notable for being the
winter home of the endangered black-
necked crane, which migrates lrom the
Tibetan plateau every vear. No visit to
Gangtey s complete without sceing Kar-
ma, the selitary black: necked crane at the
Black-necked Crane Visitor Cemtre, who Is
Injured and cannot ly.
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Chimi Lhakhang

The next day's drive is 1o Punakha, a
quatnt ligte town and the nation’s for-
mer capital. Our first stop there ks Chimi
LhakBiadg at an devatbon of 1,200m. Built
in 1459 by the Hth Drukpa, Ngowarng Cho-
agved, the teample honors the saint Drukgsa
v, also known as the " Divine Mad-
e seenie S0-minute walk 1w the
temple takes you through fertile padddy
fickis and the charming village of Sosokha,
Dogy't mikss all the Shiva lingams that deco-
ratee e exterions of the houses.

Popularty known as the fertility tem-
e, Chimi Lhakhang is a papular site of
pilgrimage for locals and forcigners alike.
My chabm tas harves basien Blessesd with chil -
dren after prayiog st the temple. You have
Iheen warmed! (Though receiving blessings
s optional. § Fun fce: traditionally, recipi-
enins of Ikdescings nanme their cdhild Kinley,

e
Khamsum Yulley Mamgyal Chorten.

10

Located st the condluence of the Pho
Chuand Mo Chu rivers is the spellbsin-
iz Prinsarkdia Dizoang, the imost ple furesgue
zonge in the kingdom, Built in 1637 by
wreat Unifier of Bhutan to house the
religious and administrative seats of the
reghon, this was where a disal system of
gevernment was imtresluced in the 17th
centiiry. The first king., Gongsar Ugyen
Wangehuck, was crownesd here in 1907,
Diasmiaged by fouir e and an eanthguake
aver the centuries, the deong was fully re-
stapead by the fourth king ligme Singye
Wangichusck. 1t is now the winter home of
T Khwerpe, thvis Bvisaned sabsbost of Blhastans, adorigg
with a rethnue of 1,000 monks.

It ks s spectacular on the outsdde as it
s on the inside, where the intricate wood-
wark by Bhutan's finest craftsmen are on
Tl ddisplay. Check ot the Kueniray, or cor-
onation hall, where Bhutanese kings ane
croweiedd. Also ket as the Palace of Great
Happiness, it is the second oldest and sec-
ol largest dzong in Bhutan.

The Punakha Suspension Bridge, the
Tomggest in the country, s 160- 10m across.
Perched high alsme Ihr swirling rapiads of
e Phar Chu, i convects Pussaklis with the
Punakha Drong. Not for the lintheart-
e, bt perfect for those in need of o gquick
adrenaline shot!

Catch the Thimphu festival

The masked dance is held The Paro Tshechu is held

Omwards 1o Paro, howie to the oldest
tenple in the country, Kyichu Lhakhang,
which translates as “reservobr of peace?
ERuklt in 654, the temple retains its Tthcen-
tury architectuns and decor. 1t is one of 108
temples built by the Tibetan king Songt-
s Gampo, Legensd has e that the temples
were buill to subsdue and vanguish an
ogress that was obstructing the spoead of
Budidhism, and were put up in a singhe
night. No mean feat! Next o the temple is
a muscum decicated o the Late poet and
schvolar Dilgo Khyentse Rinpochse,

Arwther of Paro's highlights is Rinpung
Iong (Fortress On A Heap OF fewels),
built in 1646 by Zhabdiung Ngawang
Narnggyal, the founder of Bhutan. lis \.‘k'lm
Acwsof Paro t
commplite with a river munming through it

Rinpurng Deong is the adminkstrative
cemre for Pare and senves as the school of
monasike bodies for Bhutan's westem re-
wion, Every year between March and April,
the Paro Tshechu, one of the natbon's hig-
gt festivals, is hekd here. A fow soenes
frowm the 1990 movie Litthe Buddha were
Tilmed here,

Mo vilsii to Blautan is complete without

[l ek to the king
famous monasteny: Takstang Goemba —
the Thger's Nest. Perched dmmatic
the edge of a clifl, one can only marvel at
the architectural prowess regpuined o buikd
thie strcture in 1692
Acconding to lecal folklore, €
poche flew o this location from Tibet
on the back of a tigress (his conson Ye-
shey Tshogyal) and meditated in one

B S

of the caves, before emenging in eight
raanifesa tions.,

e trek up to the monastery tikes sev-
exal bt (i ook us thnee botsrs just 1o get
o !hl healf way point ), o you ascend mone
= valley:. Blaest o start
s the monastery is

Upon reaching Takisang, after an up-
hill trek that requines all your plysical and
mental strength and then some, you ane
overcome with a sense of achievement. Tt
it just thiat you have reached the Tiger's
Nest, you have had the full experience of
Eebitan, & country like no other.

Happiness is a state of mind. When that
emotion is evoked day-in, day-out, it be-
comes a place. Bhutan, for its people, for
mie and for numerous visitors before and
after me, bs such o place. Bowas no surprise
b s Thie Blekanese Gudde To Happinessin
the hands ol alinost every passenger on the
plane ride basck.

Pare Dzong.

T deter Jow cost wourism, Bhtan r
quires that visitors spemd a minimum
per day of USS250 (7,660 baht), or $200
during the love season; there is also a
surcharge for soke velbrs, To ensure
comphiance, visdtors nust shgnup with a
regtsteredd Ehutanese iour agency Defore
arriving. The fees cover sccomimaoda.
o, meeals, transport, fuel, o guide and
penmits for visits and dally exeusshons.
Dk Asia is the only tour company
i Thaiband that specialises i travels ox-
clusively to Bhutan. The company is also
the Thal pepresentative of Druk Adr and
Ryl Bt Adrlines, and iedr packag-
s cai b customised 1o sult individieal
newds and inte :
W 7-Day Essential Bhutan is a good op-
thon for first-time travellers 1o Bhutan
and mclwdes visits fo major attractions
aned ks,
W O0-Day  Discover Bhutan  in-
cludes major attractions amd a visit o
Bumtheng, the Valley of Beautiful Girks,
wiichis alsoa religiows centre of Blustan.
W 7-Day Thimphu Tshechu is an itin-
crary full of festivals including the
threse-diay Thirngshu Tshechu, hidd overy
Seprember,
W 11-Day Jomolhar Trek is for sdven-
ture seckers, taking them 1o the base
carnproloneof the most renowned peaks
i Blstitan, Mount bomelhari, the saconsd

B Preawedding photography irip with
Sk Wi, where Dvuk Asia offers a irip
h R

abasle of the

B R
Sk Woan, who specialises in poriril
and Bashion phaotogaphy.

Druk Air and Royal Bhutan Airlines
11y dhirectly to Paro daily from

of visit .ln.l‘.r.ulrwrn




