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GETTING THE MOST OUT OF LONELY PLANET MAPS

E-reader devices vary in their ability to show our maps. To get the most out of the maps in this guide, use the zoom function on your device. Or, visit http://media.lonelyplanet.com/ebookmaps and grab a PDF download or print out all the maps in this guide.
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Welcome to Bhutan






Bhutan, the Land of the Thunder Dragon, is no ordinary place. It is a Himalayan kingdom replete with myths and legends, where the best of traditional culture thrives and the latest global developments are enthusiastically embraced.

Low Volume, High Value Tourism

Tourism in Bhutan is unique and the Bhutanese pride themselves on a sustainable, ecofriendly approach in line with the country’s popular philosophy of Gross National Happiness. Firstly, to bust a myth: there is no limit to the number of tourists. Visitors famously have to pay a minimum tariff of US$200 per day (rising to US$250 in 2012), making it appear as one of the world’s most expensive countries to visit. However, this fee is all-inclusive – accommodation, food, transport and an official guide are all provided. Not only that, but your local guide will reveal the country’s amazing landscape and Buddhist heritage, and will also introduce you to the everyday charms of the Bhutanese. You don’t have to travel in a large group and you can arrange your own itinerary. What you won’t find in Bhutan is crowded backpacker-style independent travel. This is Nepal for the jet set.

Surprising Bhutan

Bhutan holds many surprises. This is a country where buying cigarettes is illegal, where the rice is red and where chillies aren’t just a seasoning but the main ingredient. It’s also a deeply Buddhist land, where schoolkids wear the gho and kira (traditional male and female clothing, respectively) where giant protective penises are painted beside the entrance to many houses, and where Gross National Happiness is deemed more important than Gross National Product. And while it visibly maintains its Buddhist traditions, Bhutan is not a museum nor is it a nation of otherworldly ascetics shunning the rest of the world. You will find the Bhutanese well-educated, fun loving and vibrant.

Shangri La?

So why spend your money to come here? First off there is the amazing mountainous landscape, where snowcapped peaks rise out of primeval forests in every shade of green. Taking up prime positions in this landscape are the fantastic monasteries and incredible fortresslike dzongs. The unique Buddhist architecture embodies the traditional Buddhist culture and sets the scene for spectacular religious dance festivals. Then there are the textiles and handicrafts, outrageous archery competitions, spectacular trekking trails and stunning flora and fauna. All this sets Bhutan aside as the last remaining great Himalayan kingdom.

When you do visit Bhutan, you will become one of the few who have experienced the charm and magic of one of the world’s most enigmatic countries – the ‘last Shangri La’ – and you’ll be playing your part in this medieval kingdom’s efforts to join the modern world, while steadfastly maintaining its distinct and remarkable cultural identity.
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TOP Experiences






Tiger’s Nest (Taktshang Goemba)

1 Bhutan’s most famous monastery, Tiger’s Nest (Taktshang Goemba; Click Here), is one of its most venerated religious sites. Legend says that Guru Rinpoche flew to this site on the back of a tigress to subdue a local demon; afterwards, he meditated here for three months. This beautiful building clings to the sheer cliffs soaring above a whispering pine forest. The steep walk to the monastery is well worthwhile, providing tantalising glimpses of the monastery, views of the Paro valley and splashes of red-blossom rhododendrons.
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JOHNNY HAGLUND





Terrific Tsechus

2 Most of the dzongs and goembas have annual festivals featuring mesmerising dance dramas. The largest of these festivals is the tsechu – with dances in honour of Guru Rinpoche. The dances are performed by monks and lay people dressed in colourful costumes, and the dancers take on aspects of wrathful and compassionate deities, heroes, demons and animals. During the dances, atsara (clowns) mimic the dancers and perform comic routines and even harass the audience for money in exchange for a blessing with the wooden phallus they carry!
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Tsechu at Wangdue Phodrang Dzong
GAVIN GOUGH





Mountain Treks

3 Bhutan’s treks (Click Here) are physically demanding but hugely rewarding. They generally reach high altitudes and take you through remote regions. You will be expertly guided during your trek, negotiating suspension bridges, snow or leeches! Thankfully, your pack will be carried by ponies. Trekking takes you beyond the roads and the reach of many aspects of modernisation, and meeting traditionally dressed locals will be a highlight of the experience. Above the forests, these hardy farmers tend their crops and animals according to century-old traditions.
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Jhomolhari trek
NICHOLAS REUSS





Archery

4 Bhutan’s national sport of archery (datse; Click Here) is exhilarating and entertaining to watch, with competitions held across the country throughout the year. There are two classes of competition: one for the traditional bamboo bows and another for the space-age carbon-fibre bows that propel arrows at astonishing speeds. The targets seem impossibly tiny and the distance immense and yet the target is hit quite regularly. Narrow misses, competitive banter, ritual singing and dancing accompany the whoosh of arrows and hoots of delight as the competition heats up.
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Archery tournament, Thimphu
LINDSAY BROWN





Buddhist Painting

5 The best place to see Buddhist murals and frescoes is inside the dzongs, goembas and lhakhangs (Click Here). Stories are told, mandalas mesmerise and major figures are represented, including the Guardians of the Four Directions, Sakyamuni Buddha and Guru Rinpoche. Another common and typically Bhutanese subject depicts the Four Friends (Thuenpa puen shi), which illustrates the concept and harmony of teamwork and mutual respect between an elephant, monkey, rabbit and bird. Thimphu is the best place to to see and purchase traditional and contemporary painting.
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Punakha Dzong

6 Superbly situated where two rivers converge, Punakha Dzong (Click Here) is postcard perfect and serenely monastic. Built by the Zhabdrung in 1637, Punakha Dzong is the winter home of the Je Khenpo and is the venue for the coronation of kings of Bhutan. Visit in spring to see the famous jacaranda trees splash lilac flowers down the whitewashed walls and red-robed monks wandering on a sea of purple petals. The fortress-thick walls are cold and silent one moment and then warmed with the echoes of giggles in another as a horde of young monks head off for a meal.
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Traditional Textiles

7 Hand-woven and embroidered textiles are generally recognised as Bhutan’s premier handicraft (Click Here). Centuries of tradition have honed the techniques of textile dyeing, weaving and stitching. Most of the weavers are women and it is a rare home in Bhutan that does not ‘clunk’ to the sound of a loom. In addition to the Textile Museum in Thimphu, there are small shops throughout the country – particularly in Bumthang and in the far east – selling vibrant fabrics that make a colourful souvenir.
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Village Life

8 Rural Bhutan is never far away – terraced rice paddies and cornfields abut the rapidly growing, but still quite small, urban centres. Traditional homes dot the countryside, resplendent with drying chillies and decorations such as the ‘thunderbolt’, or good ol’ phallus, a symbol of ‘awareness’ that never fails to attract the eye of the traveller. Life in the country still revolves around crop cycles and seasons, but electricity, satellite television and mobile phones have connected rural Bhutanese to the rest of the globe virtually overnight.
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House in the Paro valley
JOHNNY HAGLUND





Gross National Happiness

9 Gross National Happiness (GNH) has become Bhutan’s philosophical banner and a gift to a world grappling with materialistic ‘growth economics’. Based on core Buddhist and human values, this measurable index is a counterpoint to the economist’s Gross National Product. It is also a revolutionary philosophy that places real value on things such as cultural heritage, health, education, good governance, ecological diversity and individual well-being. Importantly, it sees economic growth not as an end but rather as a means of achieving more important ends.
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Bumthang

10 The valleys comprising Bumthang (Click Here) make up the cultural heartland of Bhutan and are ideal for day hikes to monasteries. Bumthang’s ancient monasteries and temples figure prominently in Bhutan’s early development as well as in the foundation of the unique aspects of Bhutanese Buddhism. Witness the imprint of Guru Rinpoche, hoist Pema Lingpa’s 25kg chain mail, and stare into the churning waters of Membartsho, where Pema Lingpa uncovered hidden treasures.
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Monks at Tamshing Goemba
GAVIN GOUGH





Rinpung Dzong & National Museum

11 Paro’s Rinpung Dzong (Click Here) is a hulking example of the fortresslike dzong architecture that glowers protectively over the valley and town. The colourful Paro tsechu is held here in spring; the festival culminates with a thondrol (huge religious picture) depicting Guru Rinpoche being unfurled. Above the dzong is an old, round watchtower, the Ta Dzong, now converted into the excellent National Museum, which has an informative and eclectic collection. Walk down from the dzong to go shopping for arts and crafts along Paro’s colourful shopping strip.
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Souvenir Shopping

12 Bhutan’s pride in its handicrafts is on show at the schools of Zorig Chusum (Thirteen Arts) and the numerous handicraft shops. Many items have a utilitarian or religious use such as bamboo baskets, brass butter lamps or the exquisite wooden bowls, hand-turned from intricately patterned burlwood. Silk, cotton, wool and even yak hair is spun, dyed, woven and stitched into cloth and traditional garments. The artistic tradition can be seen in the intricate thangkhas (religious pictures). Bhutanese stamps will thrill collectors.
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Decorations for sale, Thimphu weekend market
RICHARD I’ANSON





Trongsa Dzong & the Tower of Trongsa Museum

13 Sprawling down a ridge towards an ominous gorge, Trongsa Dzong (Click Here) sits in a central position in Bhutan’s geography and in its recent history. Both the first and second kings ruled the country from this strategic position. Inside is a labyrinth of many levels, narrow corridors and courtyards. Overlooking the dzong, the Tower of Trongsa Museum is housed in the two-winged watchtower. This excellent museum is dedicated to the history of the dzong and the royal Wangchuck dynasty and has exhibits ranging from personal effects of the royals to Buddhist statues.
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Thimphu Weekend Market

14 Thimphu’s bustling weekend market (Click Here) is the biggest and brightest in the country. The food section is an olfactory overload with dried fish competing with soft cheese, betel nut and dried chilli to assault your nostrils. Curly fern fronds (nakey) and red rice are just some of the exotic offerings. Cross the fast-flowing Wang Chhu on the traditional cantilever footbridge to get to the handicraft and textile stalls where you can barter for ‘antiques’, rolls of prayer flags, reams of material or even a human thigh-bone trumpet.
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Prayer wheels for sale, Thimphu weekend market
ANTONY GIBLIN





Wonderful Wildlife

15 Bhutan has the largest proportion of land designated as protected areas in the world. Its 65% forest and mountain cover comprises a suite of varying habitats and an amazing diversity of plants and creatures (Click Here). Bird-watchers flock to the monsoon-soaked evergreen forests of southern Bhutan, where hundreds of species can be spotted from the road. Here, you may also spot a troupe of playful golden langurs. The endangered black-necked crane overwinters in central and eastern Bhutan and the reliably returning cranes of Phobjikha are justifiably renowned.
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Golden langur
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Wild & Woolly Yaks

16 Woolly yaks are kept by nomadic farmers who take their charges to the high pastures during summer, returning them to lower altitudes in winter. In spring and autumn you will see free-ranging herds grazing the road verges near the mountain passes such as Pele La and Yotong La. Don’t be tempted to get up close, however. Instead, reach for the telephoto lens. These are not dairy cows but irascible yaks and they know how to use those sharp horns!
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Kyichu Lhakhang

17 Kyichu Lhakhang (Click Here) is one of Bhutan’s oldest, most venerated and most beautiful temples and it sits just a short distance from the town of Paro. The oldest temple in this twin-temple complex is believed to have been built in AD 659 by King Songtsen Gampo of Tibet. A human-powered pulley-and-rope system turns prayer wheels and a treasured 7th-century statue of Jowo Sakyamuni sits in the sanctuary. Easy day walks can be commenced in the vicinity of this serene lhakhang.
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Wangdue Phodrang

18 Arriving from the west you will cross a long bridge over the swift-flowing Punak Tsang Chhu and peer up to the imposing ramparts of the Wangdue Phodrang Dzong (Click Here) above. Strategically positioned on a steep spur at the confluence of two rivers, this dzong shared significance with Paro and Trongsa in the country’s formative years. The delightful shanty-town of wooden shops leading towards the dzong selling everything under the sun, is ear-marked for resettlement, but the immense dzong is steadfastly staying put.
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Wangdue Phodrang Dzong
GAVIN GOUGH





Thimphu Valley

19 Thimphu (Click Here) delights, with its museums and cultural attractions, including the Trashi Chhoe Dzong, which celebrates its popular tsechu in autumn. The relatively broad valley of Bhutan’s capital also provides many out-of-town sights and worthwhile distractions. There are several good walks not far from the capital, taking in a handful of perfectly positioned monasteries with excellent views down the valley. And just west of the centre at Motithang Takin Preserve is your best bet for spotting Bhutan’s extraordinary national animal.
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Phajoding Goemba, Thimphu valley
SALLY DILLON





Forests & Blooms

20 Although the mysterious and ethereal high-altitude blue poppy is the national flower and the cypress is the national tree, no plant is more emblematic of Bhutan than the rhododendron. In spring, splashes of red, pink and white rival the multicoloured prayer flags at the high passes from Cheli La to Thrumshing La. Famous for its forest cover, Bhutan will delight the amateur botanist with its sheer variety of flora and shades of green (Click Here). Long forest drives are inevitable, so remember to stop the car and smell the flowers.



[image: image]
Flowering fields, Bumthang
KEREN SU
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need to know








CURRENCY

»Ngultrum (Nu)

LANGUAGE

»Dzongkha

MONEY

»Tours are prepaid so you’ll only need pocket money for drinks, souvenirs, laundry and tips; for this, bring cash.

VISAS

»Visas are arranged by your tour company and issued on arrival only to those on a prepaid all-inclusive tour; Click here.

MOBILE PHONES

»As long as your phone is unlocked you can buy a B-Mobile SIM card for both local and international use and top it up with prepaid cards.

DRIVING/TRANSPORT

»Your tour includes transport so you will have your own car, minivan or bus, depending on group size.








[image: 00-climate-bhu4]

When to Go?

HIGH SEASON (MAR-APR, SEP-NOV)

»The weather is best in spring and autumn. Book flights well in advance; accommodation options are limited.

»Himalayan views are best in October, while rhododendron blooms peak in March and April.

SHOULDER (MAY, DEC-FEB)

»Bhutan no longer has seasonal tariffs so the main benefit of travelling outside high season will be fewer tourists.

»The weather is still good, though it can be cold in December and January.

LOW SEASON (JUNE-AUG)

»Monsoon rains and leeches put an end to most treks, although high-altitude flowers are at their peak.







Set Your Budget

FIXED DAILY RATE

»All tourists must pay US$200 per person per day (US$250 a day from 2012), with a US$40/30 surcharge per person for those in a group of one/two. This covers accommodation, transport in Bhutan, guide, food and entry fees (Click here).

»Possible extra charges include hot-stone baths, cultural shows, horse riding, rafting and tips.

»Children under 12 are exempt from royalty component (US$65).

BUDGET

»Only Indian tourists and foreign residents are able to set their own travel budgets.

»Budget hotel: US$20-30

»Restaurant meal in Thimphu: US$5-10

HIGH END

»Luxury hotel: US$250-1300 above the daily US$200 tariff







Websites

»Bhutan 360 (www.bhutan-360.com) Introduction to travel in Bhutan.

»Bhutan Travel Portal (www.bhutantravelportal.com) Travel information.

»Druk Air (www.drukair.com.bt) National airline.

»Kuensel (www.kuenselonline.com) National newspaper.

»National Portal of Bhutan (www.bhutan.gov.bt) Official government site.

»Tourism Council of Bhutan (www.tourism.gov.bt) Approved tour operators and travel regulations.







Exchange Rates



	Australia

	A$1

	Nu 44




	Canada

	C$1

	Nu 43




	Euro zone

	€1

	Nu 62




	India

	Rs1

	Nu 1




	Japan

	Y100

	Nu 55




	UK

	£1

	Nu 70




	USA

	US$1

	Nu 44





For current exchange rates see www.xe.com.







Important Numbers



	Country Code

	[image: iconphonepng] 975




	International Access Code
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	Ambulance

	[image: iconphonepng] 112




	Fire

	[image: iconphonepng] 110




	Police
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Arriving in Bhutan

»Paro or Phuentsholing :

Your guide and driver will meet you at Paro airport or the land border at Phuentsho­ling and whisk you away on your tour.





Don’t Leave Home Without…

»A compact umbrella and/or good raincoat – for any region, at any time of the year.

»Hat, sunscreen, lip balm and sunglasses.

»Earplugs (Bhutanese dogs sleep all day and bark all night).

»Trekking poles (useful for steep hikes to dzongs and temples).

»Swimming costume for communal hot-stone baths and hot springs.

»A flashlight for unexpected power cuts and for the interiors of dark temples and monasteries.

»Motion-sickness medication for the long and winding roads.

»Slip-on shoes – useful for visiting chapels and monasteries.
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if you like...







Fitting in Like a Local

Bhutanese culture is very accepting of visitors, especially if you make the effort to fit in. When visiting a monastery or festival don’t just watch, join in!

Get a gho (or a kira) Locals love it when a chilip (foreigner) wears Bhutanese national dress, especially during a holiday or festival (Click here)

Watch an archery tournament There’s nothing more Bhutanese than the good-humoured banter of a datse (archery) or khuru (lawn darts) game (Click here)

Hang some prayer flags Impress your guide and earn some good karma by buying some prayer flags and hanging them at a mountain pass such as Dochu La (Click here)

Hang out at Benez Bar There’s no better place to strike up a conversation with switched-on Bhutanese than at Thimphu’s Benez Bar (Click here)

Sample some local snacks Try the jellied cow skin, dried yak cheese and fresh betel nut at the Paro weekend market (Click here)




High-Altitude Treks

The best way to experience Bhutan is without doubt on foot, especially if you can combine a trek with a festival and the highlights of Paro and Thimphu. Come in October and November for mountain views and March for rhododendron blooms.

Druk Path The walk between Paro and Thimphu takes in high-altitude lakes and remote hermitages (Click here)

Jhomolhari trek Combines some of Bhutan’s best high-mountain scenery, with remote villages, high passes and yak pastures (Click here)

Laya to Gasa Perhaps the best combination of scenery and culture, with a visit to the unique people of remote Laya (Click here)

Bumthang Cultural Trek A fine short walk that takes you through magical forest (Click here)

Snowman Trek One of the world’s ultimate treks, and the country’s most expensive (Click here)




Pampering Yourself

Bhutan’s top-end travel is anything but tough. Über-luxury resorts such as Amankora and Uma guarantee six-star treatment, with supremely decadent restaurants and muscle-melting spas.

Hot-Stone Bath Stone, wood and hot water combine to provide the quintessential Bhutanese experience, available at most tourist hotels (Click here)

Termalinca Spa Not quite the Promised Land but the milk and honey body wrap comes close enough; nonguests are welcome here (Click here)

Uma Paro Massage, complimentary yoga and Ayurvedic oil treatments, all featuring Como-brand bath products (Click here)

Zhiwa Ling The Menlha (Medicine Buddha) spa here offers a tasty red rice or lemongrass body polish (Click here)

Taj Tashi Choose your mood – invigorating masala spice rub or relaxing coconut skin softener? (Click here)




Wildlife & Wildflowers

Bhutan is a paradise for botanists and birders, with some of the loveliest and best-protected forests in the Himalaya. Mountain goats and langur are easily spotted; Red Pandas are more commonly seen in their bottled form.

Phobjikha valley Winter (end of October to mid-February) offers guaranteed sightings of one of over 300 black-necked cranes (Click here)

Dochu La One of the best places to wander through a magical forest of pink, white and yellow rhododendron blooms (March and April; Click here)

Motithang Takin Preserve, Thimphu Get up close to Bhutan’s odd-looking and endearing national animal, said to have inspired the legend of the golden fleece (Click here)

Merak & Sakten Yeti-spotting is just one of the activities on offer in this fascinating and newly opened corner of remote eastern Bhutan (Click here and Click here)




Day Walks

Sometimes it’s just nice to get out, off the bus and hike to a hillside monastery or temple. Lose the crowds and meet monks, villagers and fellow pilgrims.

Tango & Cheri Goembas Excellent excursion from Thimphu to two of Bhutan’s most historic monasteries, with longer hikes possible (Click here)

Taktshang, Paro Valley If the two-hour hike up to the Tiger’s Nest isn’t enough, you can continue up to a handful of little-visited temples and cliffside viewpoints (Click here)

Thowadrak A full day’s hike up to a remote hermitage and meditation complex (Click here)




Sacred Sites

Protector deities, spirits and saints lurk behind every pass, river junction and lake in Bhutan. These pilgrim spots are imbued with sacred significance and hold a key to understanding how Bhutanese see their world.

Taktshang (Tiger’s Nest) Bhutan’s most famous and revered site, tied on to the cliff face by little more than the hairs of angels (Click here)

Gom Kora Pilgrims flock to this remote eastern chorten for its collection of rock footprints, relics and bizarre sin tests (Click here)

Changangkha Lhakhang, Thimphu Always bustling with mothers and their babies seeking a blessing from the red-faced protector Tamdrin (Click here)

Membartsho The serene and sacred ‘burning lake’, where Pema Lingpa found treasures and performed miracles (Click here)




Hidden Gems

Bhutan’s big shows are its dzongs and festivals but don’t overlook the charm of the country’s smaller, less visited monasteries and temples. The following charming sites are well worth the detour.

Juneydrak, Haa The Haa valley is a great place to get off the beaten track and this timeless hermitage is its highlight (Click here)

Kila Nunnery Perched just below the Cheli La, Kila is an hour’s walk and about two centuries off the main highway (Click here)

Dumtse Lhakhang, Paro Pilgrim paths wind upwards at this snail-shell-shaped chapel past some of the country’s best medieval murals (Click here)

Tago Lhakhang, Bondey A charming and easily missed 15th-century chapel inside a chorten, just south of Paro (Click here)




Festivals

Many people time their entire trip around one of Bhutan’s colourful tsechus, or dance festivals. Expect swirling mask dances, playful clowns, spectacular costumes, and superb photo opportunities. Bring extra camera batteries. For some background on tsechus, Click here.

Paro tsechu Popular with groups and with good reason; perhaps too popular for many people’s taste (Click here)

Ura Yakchoe A quieter rural alternative, though the dates are notoriously changeable. Camping is a good idea here (Click here)

Punakha Domchoe One of Bhutan’s most unusual festivals re-enacts an ancient battle; held in February or March (Click here)

Kurjey tsechu Brave the monsoon rain and avoid the tourists, plus you can hit the nearby Nimalung tsechu at the same time (Click here)




Arts & Crafts

Bhutan’s arts and crafts vary from sacred murals to bamboo bows. For high religious art visit the dzongs and monasteries but for handicrafts try the following fascinating workshops.

National Institute for Zorig Chusum Watch students perfect the 13 traditional arts and crafts (Click here and Click here)

Jungshi Traditional Paper Factory Watch the whole paper-making process; yes, it really does grow on trees! (Click here)

Textile Academy This impressive new complex showcases Bhutan’s most impressive art (Click here)

Tshenden Incense Factory, Bondey Breathe in the fragrance of juniper, sandalwood and high-altitude herbs at this family-run workshop (Click here)

Khoma village, Lhuentse Every household has a loom in this remote centre of ‘brocade-style’ weaving excellence (Click here)

Yathra workshops, Zungney Shop for hand-woven woollen blankets at these roadside looms on the drive to Bumthang (Click here)
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month by month








Top Events

Thimphu tsechu, September/October

Paro tsechu, March/April

Punakha Domchoe, February/March

Ura Yakchoe, April/May

Jampey Lhakhang Drup, October





February

The mercury stays low in Paro in February, dropping to an average of around 0°C, but things are warmer in the lower elevations of Punakha and the east.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] PUNAKHA DOMCHOE

The balmy Punakha valley hosts this unique event, whose highlight is a dramatic re-creation of a 17th-century battle featuring hundreds of costumed pazaps (warriors). A three-day tsechu then follows. The festival follows the lunar calendar, so it can fall in March. See Click here.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] CHORTEN KORA

Thousands of pilgrims from eastern Bhutan and Arunachal Pradesh circumambulate this stupa during two festivals set two weeks apart. Unlike monastic festivals, this celebration feels more like a local fair. The main festival is from the 13th to 15th of the first lunar month, so can fall in March.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] LOSAR

Bhutanese mark their New Year by painting their houses, visiting the local monastery and throwing epic archery and darts tournaments. The event follows the lunar Bhutanese calendar and there are lots of regional variations so it can happen anytime between mid-January and mid-March.

March

Spring, from March to May, is an excellent time to visit Bhutan, for both touring and trekking. There are fewer mountain views but the magnificent rhododendrons are in bloom and birdlife is abundant.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] GOM KORA

Hundreds of people travel to this chorten in the east of the country for a night of celebrations and ritual circumambulations of the sacred stupa. The fair takes place between the 8th and 10th of the second lunar month, so it can fall in April.

April

April is the second single most popular month to visit Bhutan. The Paro tsechu is a big draw and trekking is good. Fresh asparagus and fried nakey (fern fronds) are a welcome addition to hotel buffets.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] PARO TSECHU

This very popular festival features four days of cham (ritual religious dance) followed by the pre-dawn unfurling of a giant thangka (painted or embroidered religious picture) depicting the eight manifestations of Guru Rinpoche. The first day’s ceremonies are in Paro Dzong, before the action moves outside. The festival can also fall in March.

[image: categoryactivitiespng] TREKKING

Warm weather and continued rhododendron blooms at higher elevations make this a fine time to trek but there’s less chance of blue skies at the top of the mountain. Bring some rain gear just in case.

May

The end of spring brings warm and dusty weather, with rain and cloud increasing towards the end of the month. The lighter crowds and good weather still make it a good month to visit.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] URA YAKCHOE

A small-town vibe marks this three-day festival featuring processions, dances and plenty of local moonshine. The only problem is that the dates are notoriously unreliable. The festival can fall in April but is only fixed for sure a few weeks in advance.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] MONK PROCESSIONS

On the first day of the fourth lunar month, the entire monk body moves from Punakha to their summer residence in Thimphu. The procession includes the Je Khenpo (Chief Abbot) and several sacred relics, and local people line up along the route for a blessing.

June/July

Monsoon clouds start to obscure views and can cancel flights at Paro airport. As the rains intensify, roads are sometimes washed away and leeches rear their ugly heads. The spectacular wildflowers at this time of year in the high valleys are a botanist’s dream.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] NIMALUNG TSECHU

Bumthang is the place to visit in the fifth lunar month. Nimalung Goemba has a three-day festival starting on the 8th day, with the final day coinciding with the nearby Kurjey tsechu. Dates can fall in July.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] KURJEY TSECHU

Monks from Trongsa Monastery perform religious dances for this one-day festival in Bumthang. The date also marks the birthday of Guru Rinpoche, which is celebrated by prayer ceremonies across Bhutan.

[image: categorysightspng] MONSOON MADNESS

The summer monsoon (June to September) dominates Bhutan, which receives more rainfall than any other Himalayan region. Powerful rains are common, especially at night and during the peak month of July but the lush foliage and fresh produce (wild mushrooms, mangoes and avocados) go some way to compensate.

September

The first half of the month is still rainy but by the end of the month the monsoon has washed the Himalayan skies clear and several big festivals coincide with the beginning of the main tourist season.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] THIMPHU TSECHU

Crowds can be thick during the four days of spectacular monk dancing in Tashi Choe Dzong (over 3000 tourists attend each year). The event can also fall in October. The preceding three-day dromchoe festivities (celebrating the defeat of the Tibetans in the 17th century) are generally open to Bhutanese only.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] WANGDUE TSECHU

This festival on the 8th to the 10th of the eighth lunar month overlaps with the Thimphu tsechu so many groups combine a visit to both. Three days of dancing culminate in the unfurling of a giant thangka.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] HAA TSECHU

Sleepy Haa only truly wakes up during this festival. Monk dances are held on the 8th and 9th days of the eighth lunar month in the courtyard of the Lhakhang Kharpo, before the final day’s action moves to nearby Wangchulo Dzong.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] TAMSHING PHALA CHOEPA

The Bumthang valley offers a double shot of festivals in the eighth lunar month. From the 9th to 11th you can enjoy dances at Tamshing Goemba, before relocating three days later to nearby Thangbi Goemba for a further three days of festivities. Both festivals can fall in October.

October

October is the single most popular month to visit Bhutan. Temperatures are warm, mountain views are clear and tour groups are everywhere.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] JAMPEY LHAKHANG DRUP

 Cham dances and bonfires commemorate the establishment of this 7th-century temple. The first evening features a famous midnight ‘naked fire dance’. The fun lasts from the 15th to 18th of the ninth lunar month, so it can fall in November. The four-day Jakar tsechu occurs a week before.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] PRAKHAR TSECHU

This three-day festival at Prakhar Monastery in the Chumey valley shares the same dates as the Jampey Lhakhang Drup so you can easily double up.

[image: categoryactivitiespng] TREKKING HEAVEN

Trekking is superb everywhere in Bhutan in October and this is when most tour companies operate their treks. Nights can be cold at high elevations but the views of snowy peaks such as 7314m Jhomolhari are superb.

November

Still a good month weather-wise, though pack a jumper for the evenings. Several smaller festivals offer a good alternative to the over-visited Paro and Thimphu tsechus.

[image: categorysightspng] BLACK-NECKED CRANE FESTIVAL

This modern festival in Phobjikha is held on 11 November. Local children perform dances in crane costumes in the courtyard of Gangte Goemba to cele­brate the winter return of more than 300 black-necked cranes.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] MONGAR TSECHU

Mongar offers a smaller more intimate festival experience, with more opportunities for photography and cultural interaction. It occurs on the 7th to the 10th of the 10th lunar month, so it can fall in December.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] NGANG LHAKHANG SHEY

If you don’t mind sleeping in tents, you can easily combine the delightful three-day Bumthang Cultural Trek with this three-day festival at the Ngang Lhakhang (Swan Temple). The festival can also fall in December.

December

December marks the beginning of winter, with possible snow at higher elevations, though it’s not a bad time for touring western Bhutan. The high passes to Haa and the east may be temporarily snowbound. Get a hotel with a heater.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] LHUENTSE TSECHU

Very few tourists make it to this remote monastic festival, way out in the extreme northeast of the country. The festival can also fall in January.

[image: categoryfestivalpng] TRONGSA TSECHU

This is one of the oldest and least-visited festivals in the country. Three days of dancing run from the 9th to the 11th of the 11th lunar month, so it can fall in January. The final day features the hanging of a giant thondrol (a special occasion thangka).

[image: categoryfestivalpng] NOMAD’S FESTIVAL

Highlanders from as far away as Laya and Sakten attended 2009’s inaugural nomad’s festival in the Bumthang valley, bringing offerings for sale such as local products including khoma hats from Laya and zaktoe fermented cheese from Sakten. Reports were mixed but if it takes off it could prove an interesting addition to the festival scene.
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Whether you’ve got six days or 60, these itineraries provide a starting point for the trip of a lifetime. Want more inspiration? Head online to lonelyplanet.com/thorntree to chat with other travellers.

[image: 05-a-long-weekend-itin-bhu4]



Four Days
 A Long Weekend in Paro & Thimphu

If you have limited time or money, you can get a good impression of Bhutan in just four days by concentrating on Thimphu and Paro. Count on two full days in picturesque Paro, visiting Paro Dzong and the National Museum. On the second day, hike up to the dramatic Tiger’s Nest at Taktshang Goemba and visit lovely Kyichu Lhakhang. After lunch make the three-hour drive to Thimphu, stopping at the charming Tamchhog Lhakhang en route.

On day three you could squeeze in a long day trip over the Dochu La to Punakha Dzong, the most beautiful in the country. In March, budget an hour to walk through the gorgeous rhododendron forests above the Dochu La pass. On the way back to Thimphu, pop into the nearby Chimi Lhakhang, the temple of the ‘Divine Madman’.

Day four is in Thimphu. Go to the weekend market and visit Cheri or Tango Goembas in the upper  Thimphu valley. If handicrafts are your thing, hit the Textile Museum and National Institute of Zorig Chusum. Late in the afternoon drive back to Paro; most flights depart early in the morning.

[image: 05-haa-to-punakha-itin-bhu4]



Seven Days
 Haa to Punakha

If you’re thinking about a four-day trip, consider a seven-day trip. It’s not that much more money and, really, when are you next going to be in Bhutan? A week gives you more time to get a feel for Bhutanese culture and enables you to get off the beaten track in either the Haa or Phobjikha valleys, while still seeing the major dzongs and monasteries of western Bhutan.

With the extra days you can definitely add an overnight trip over the mountains to Punakha and nearby Wangdue Phodrang, staying in either of these towns. This way you’ll have time to make the 1½-hour return hike to the nearby Khamsum Yuelley Namgyal Chorten, as well as visit Chimi Lhakhang.

To get off the beaten track, add on an overnight trip to the Haa valley, on the road that links Paro to Thimphu. The road goes over the highest motorable pass in Bhutan, the Cheli La, and it’s worth the couple of hours hiking to visit Kila Nunnery. Arrive in Haa at lunchtime, and spend an afternoon and maybe the next morning exploring the Juneydrak Hermitage and Chhundu Lhakhang, before continuing on to Thimphu.

Figure on two full days in Paro, including visits to Taktshang Goemba, Kyichu Lhakhang and Drukyel Dzong in the Paro valley, and a full day (or two) in Thimphu. See the previous itinerary for more on what to see in Paro and Thimphu. A few tips: try to be in Thimphu on a Saturday or Sunday to see the weekend market and avoid Paro on Monday, when the National Museum is closed. If you’re lucky, you may be able to catch a weekend archery tournament, most likely in Thimphu.

If you don’t visit Haa, you might be able to add on a day trip to the Phobjikha valley, especially worthwhile in winter (November to February) when the valley’s black-necked cranes are roosting.

At some point during your trip ask your guide to arrange a Bhutanese hot-stone bath, available in most tourist hotels (for a charge).
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10 Days to Two Weeks
 To Bumthang

A 10-day itinerary should allow you two or three days in Bumthang, with overnight stops in Paro, Thimphu and Wangdue Phodrang and short stops in Punakha and Trongsa as you drive through. Even better, 14 days will let you see the same places in more depth and at a much more relaxed pace. You could then also include the two-day Bumthang Cultural Trek before you have to turn back to Paro.

Follow the previous four-day itinerary. From Thimphu, a night in the Phobjikha valley will give you a chance to see Gangte Goemba and also view the rare and endangered black-necked cranes. If you like to explore places on foot, set aside an extra half-day’s hiking in Phobjikha.

From Phobjikha it’s a day’s drive over the Pele La to the superb dzong and museum at Trongsa and on to Jakar in Bumthang. Leave early, as there’s lots to see en route, including the Nepali-style Chendebji Chorten, which is a good place for a picnic.

If you have two full days in Bumthang, spend one day doing a loop in the Chokhor valley, taking in the Jampey Lhakhang, Kurjey Lhakhang and Tamshing Goemba. Day two here should be spent exploring the Tang valley, visiting the Burning Lake at Membartsho and the interesting Ogyen Chholing Museum near Mesithang. If you have time, overnight in the Ogyen Chholing Guest House and hike back via the rural village of Gamling.

The Bumthang valley is another good place for some hiking so budget half a day to stretch your legs after a week’s driving. From Jakar it’s a two-day drive back to Paro, so spend a night at Wangdue Phodrang and visit its earthy dzong.

If you intend to visit India in conjunction with Bhutan, consider driving from Thimphu or Paro to Phuentsholing instead of flying, which will add a day to the itinerary. From here you are only a few hours from Darjeeling, Kalimpong and Sikkim, as well as the airport at Bagdogra, which has frequent flights to Delhi and Kolkata (Calcutta).

[image: 05-eastern-explor-itin-bhu4]



Two to Three Weeks
 Eastern Explorations

It takes at least two weeks to make a trip out to the little-visited far east but you’re guaranteed to leave the tour groups behind. There’s certainly a loooot of driving involved (up to five hours a day in eastern Bhutan) but then getting there is half the fun! With this itinerary you avoid the long drive back to Paro by exiting Bhutan at Samdrup Jongkhar. You do need to arrange an Indian visa before you arrive in Bhutan though. This is a particularly good trip if you’re interested in traditional weaving.

Follow the earlier itineraries from Paro as far as Bumthang, from where you can see the highlights of the east in five or six days. From Bumthang, day one takes you on a dramatic drive over the Thrumshing La and Bhutan’s wildest road to Mongar. Stay here for two nights and make a scenic day trip up to remote Lhuentse, pausing to visit the dzong, and hike 45 minutes up to the traditional weaving village of Khoma.

Day three takes you on to funky Trashigang, with a two-or three-hour detour along the way to Drametse Goemba, Bhutan’s most important Nyingma monastery. Accommodation standards here are not as good as western Bhutan so bring a sense of humour as well as bug spray.

Figure on two nights at Trashigang, with another great day excursion to Trashi Yangtse, with stops en route at the pilgrimage site of Gom Kora, the old Trashi Yangtse dzong and the Nepali-style Chorten Kora. March and April bring two important pilgrimage festivals to this region. The National Institute for Zorig Chusum is worth a visit to see Bhutan’s national crafts, if you haven’t seen the Thimphu version.

From Trashigang it’s a six-hour winding drive down to the plains at steamy Samdrup Jongkhar ; stop to check out the traditional weaving at the National Handloom Development Centre in Khaling. From Samdrup Jongkhar, take a three-hour taxi ride to Guwahati then fly to Kolkata, Delhi or Bangkok, or take the overnight train to West Bengal for Darjeeling and the Nepal border.
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Fixed Daily Rates

The daily tariff for tourists is US$200 (US$250 from 2012) per person per day. The rate is now the same for high and low season.

Groups of one/two people pay an additional surcharge of US$40/30 per person.

Tariff Discounts

Children up to 12 years are exempt from the US$65 government royalty, which is a component of the US$200 daily tariff.

Full-time students aged under 25, with valid identity cards, get a 25% discount if booking directly with a Bhutanese tour operator.

Discounts are offered on the royalty (not the daily tariff) for longer-stay visitors – 50% (ie US$32.50) from the ninth night and 100% after the 15th night.

Tourists are allowed a royalty-free night (ie US$65 discount) if overnighting in the border towns of Phuentsholing, Samdrup Jongkhar or Gelephu.



Despite its image as an exclusive, remote destination, Bhutan is not a difficult place to visit. There is no limit to the number of tourists who can enter and there are no restrictions on group size. You can easily organise a journey as a group of friends or even as a solo traveller. Unlike most countries, however, government regulations require foreign visitors to travel with a prepaid and pre-planned itinerary organised through a Bhutanese tour company, at a minimum daily rate.

You can simply join a group tour or arrange a custom-made program with a Bhutanese operator. Generally there is a great deal of freedom as to where you can go and what you can do. The one thing you can’t do is travel without a guide.

Travel regulations look set to change, though. The government plans to triple 2009 visitor numbers to 100,000 per year by 2012. Plans to overhaul the fixed daily tariff were mooted in 2010, but in the end it was decided to raise the tariff to US$250 from 2012. Don’t expect backpacker travel within Bhutan any time soon.

When to Book

Bhutanese tour operators generally need a minimum of one month to arrange the logistics, including bank transfers, visa and booking Druk Air tickets. Pinning down your itinerary and tour price may take several weeks of emailing before that. If you’re timing your trip to coincide with a popular festival you will need to start several months beforehand to book Druk Air flights and secure accommodation.

Booking a Tour

Your visit to Bhutan must be arranged through an officially approved tour operator, either directly or through an overseas agent. By dealing through an overseas agent you will avoid complicated payment procedures and also have a home-based contact in case of queries or special needs but you’ll pay more for your trip. If you deal directly with a Bhutanese tour operator you will have lots of scope to individualise your itinerary but you’ll have to spend time exchanging emails and organising an international bank transfer.

Just because you are paying a high tariff, don’t imagine you’ll have Bhutan to yourself. During the high season, tourist hotels, the major dzongs and festivals hum with tour groups, especially in Paro. For a more exclusive experience you’ll have to head to the lesser-visited monasteries in Haa and central Bhutan, choose the shoulder season or head out to eastern Bhutan.

If you’re not used to travelling on an organised tour, we suggest you break up your itinerary with the occasional hike, bike ride or visit to a remote monastery to give you that independent travel vibe.

Which Tour Company?

There are more than 200 licensed tour companies in Bhutan, ranging from one-person operations to large organisations with fleets of vehicles and their own hotel facilities. For a list of companies, Click here.

Large companies such as Norbu Bhutan, Etho Metho, BTCL, Yangphel, International Treks and Tours, Rainbow and Gangri have more clout to obtain reservations in hotels (some of which they own) and on Druk Air but they are focused on groups and so may have less time to answer individual enquiries.

One Bhutanese hotelier suggested that the following companies would be large enough to handle overseas queries, but still small enough that the owner would pay personal attention to your program: Bhutan Mountain Holiday, Bhutan Mandala, Sakten, Thunder Dragon, Windhorse and Yodsel. Other companies known for their personal attention and quality service are Bhutan Travel Bureau, Chhundu, Lhomen, Namsey and Yu Druk.

If you wish to go trekking, consider one of the companies that specialises in this activity (Click here).

All operators in Bhutan are subject to government regulations that specify services, standards and rates, and tour funds are held by the Bhutanese government and only released to the operator at the end of the tour, so you have safeguards no matter which company you choose. In the event of a problem with your Bhutanese tour company, the Tourism Council of Bhutan  (TCB; [image: iconphonepng] 02-323251; www.tourism.gov.bt) can provide advice and assistance.

Daily Tariff

Bhutan’s tourism mantra is ‘high value, low impact’. Although there is no restriction on visitor numbers, there is a minimum daily tariff fixed by the government, which is the same whether you stay in hotels or camp on a trek. Of this daily tariff, US$65 goes to the government as a ‘royalty’.

The costs seem steep at first, but when you factor in what that gets you – accommodation, food, private transport, guides, entry fees, permits, a fully organised trek etc – it’s not a bad deal. The personal service can be remarkable. For our solo treks we had a staff of six, plus six horses!

Solo travellers and couples can easily travel in Bhutan, though you will pay a surcharge. In fact, the most common group size visiting Bhutan is two people.

Because of the daily tariff there’s little difference in price between agencies. A few travel agencies will offer some discount to people who book with them directly, effectively passing on to you the commission they pay to international companies. Another advantage to booking directly with a local agent is that with no commission to pay, the agent has more funds to allocate to better accommodation. If you book through an Indian or Nepalese agent you may find the Bhutanese agent has less funds to book you in a better hotel, since a commission is going to the agent abroad.

The daily tariff doesn’t include luxury accommodation, for which you will have to pay a surcharge, which amounts to paying the bulk of the normal hotel rate. Some agents include visa fees, drinks and perhaps a cultural show in the daily tariff, while most charge separately for this. Activities such as rafting and mountain biking entail additional fees (Click here).

Special Categories

Diplomats A 25% discount on the rates applies to diplomats from foreign embassies or missions accredited to Bhutan.

Group Leaders A discount of 50% is given to one person in a group of 11 to 15 people. A free trip is allowed for one member per group exceeding 15 people.

Travel Agents Established tour companies intending to put Bhutan into their programs may apply for a discounted familiarisation tour. This requires both a pretrip and a post-trip briefing.



INDIAN TRAVELLERS

Indian nationals are categorised differently from other international tourists. Indians do not require a visa and may pay local rates for food, transportation and accommodation. They may travel independently throughout most of Bhutan, though a special permit is required. For more details, Click here.





Payment Procedure

If you have arranged your trip directly with a tour operator in Bhutan, you must make payment directly to the Tourism Council of Bhutan (TCB) in Bhutan, not to the Bhutanese agent. Tours must be fully paid for in advance in order to get visa authorisation. For information on how visas are arranged, Click here.

The most straightforward and efficient procedure is to make a US-dollar transfer through Citibank in New York. Transfers into this account are monitored by TCB and credited to the agent in Bhutan. Transfers should be made to Citibank  (111 Wall St, 19th fl, New York City, NY 10043), to the account of Bhutan National Bank  (ABA No 0210-0008-9, account No 36023474, Swift Code Citius 33, Chips Routing No 008). The name of the tour operator should be stated as the ‘beneficiary’.

Note that you are paying an agency of the Bhutanese government, not the tour operator directly; therefore you have more protection against default on the part of the tour company.

Delays & Cancellation

There is no daily tariff for days of delay in your arrival or departure due to weather conditions, Druk Air problems or roadblocks. In cases of delayed departure, tour operators will simply charge the actual expenses for accommodation, food, transport and any other services required.

Each agency has its own cancellation policy so check the fine print with your agency. There is no refund if you have to cut a trip short once in Bhutan. Travel insurance is a very worthwhile investment, given that you must make full payment up front.

Bhutanese Tour Operators

The following list includes a selection of the largest companies. For a complete list, see the websites of the Tourism Council of Bhutan  (www.tourism.gov.bt) and the Association of Bhutanese Tour Operators  (ABTO; www.abto.org.bt) :

All Bhutan Connection  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-327012; www.abc.com.bt)

Bhutan Journeys  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-333890; www.bhutanjourneys.com)

Bhutan Mandala Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323676; www.bhutanmandala.com)

Bhutan Men-Lha Adventures  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-321555; www.trekkingbhutan.com)

Bhutan Mountain Holiday  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-320115; www.bhutanmountainholiday.com)

Bhutan Tourism Corporation Limited  (BTCL; [image: iconphonepng] 02-324045; www.kingdomofbhutan.com)

Bhutan Travel Bureau  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-332105; www.btb.com.bt)

Bhutan Travel Service  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-325785; www.bhutantravel.com.bt)

Bhutan Your Way  ([image: iconphonepng] 17641224; www.bhutanyourway.com)

Boonserm Travels  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-322257; www.welcome2bhutan.com)

Bridge to Bhutan  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-331766; www.bridgetobhutan.com)

Chhundu Travels and Tours  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-322592; www.chhundu.com.bt)

Dragon Trekkers and Tours  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323599; www.dragontrekkers.com)

Etho Metho Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323162; www.bhutanethometho.com)

Gangri Tours and Trekking  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323556; www.gangri.com)

International Treks and Tours  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-326847; www.intrekasia.com/bhutan.htm, www.intrektour.com)

Jojo’s Adventure Tours  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-333940; www.jojos.com.bt)

Keys to Bhutan  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-327232;)

Lhomen Tours and Trekking  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-324148; www.lhomen.com.bt)

Lingkor Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323417; www.lingkor.com)

Namsey Adventure  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-325616; namsay@druknet.bt)

Nirvana Expeditions  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-328875; www.nirvanaexpeditions.com)

Norbu Bhutan Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-336319; www.triptobhutan.com, www.visitbhutan.com)

Rainbow Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323270; rainbow@druknet.bt)

Raven Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-326062; www.raventoursnadtreks.com)

Sakten Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-325567; www.bhutanhimalayas.com)

Snow Leopard Trekking Co  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-321822; www.snowleopardtreks.com)

Snow White Treks and Tours  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323028; www.snowwhitetours.com.bt)

Thoesam Tours and Trekking  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-365101; www.thoesam.com.bt)

Thunder Dragon Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-321999; www.thunderdragontreks.com)

Village Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-334325; www.villagetoursandtreks.com)

White Tara Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-333224; wtara@druknet.net.bt)

Windhorse Tours  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-326026; www.windhorsetours.com)

Yangphel Adventure Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323293; www.yangphel.com)

Yu Druk Tours and Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 02-323461; www.yudruk.com)

Tours From Abroad

Many overseas travel agencies and adventure travel companies offer trips to Bhutan, though few are real specialists. In addition to removing the hassle of transferring money, they will also arrange your tickets on Druk Air. Most group tours to Bhutan fly to Paro together, often collecting their tickets at the check-in counter in Bangkok, Delhi or Kathmandu.

Australia

Intrepid Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 1300 364 512; www.intrepidtravel.com.au)

Peregrine Adventures  ([image: iconphonepng] 03-8601 4444; www.peregrineadventures.com)

World Expeditions  ([image: iconphonepng] 1300 720 000; www.worldexpeditions.com.au)

Continental Europe

Explorator   (France; [image: iconphonepng] 01-53 45 85 85; www.explorator.fr)

Hauser Exkursionen  (Germany; [image: iconphonepng] 089-235 0060; www.hauser-exkursionen.de)

Horizons Nouveaux  (Switzerland; [image: iconphonepng] 027-771 7171; www.horizonsnouveaux.com)

Snow Leopard Adventures  (Netherlands; [image: iconphonepng] 070-388 3261; www.snowleopard.nl)

UK

Abercombie & Kent  ([image: iconphonepng] 0845-618 2200; www.abercrombiekent.co.uk)

Audley Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 01993-838300; www.audleytravel.com)

Blue Poppy Tours & Treks  ([image: iconphonepng] 0207-700 3084; www.bluepoppybhutan.com)

Exodus   ([image: iconphonepng] 0870-240 5550; www.exodus.co.uk)

Explore Worldwide  ([image: iconphonepng] 0845-013 1537; www.explore.co.uk)

KE Adventure Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 17687-73966; www.keadventure.com)

Mountain Kingdoms  ([image: iconphonepng] 01453-844400; www.mountainkingdoms.com)

World Expeditions  ([image: iconphonepng] 0208-545 9030; www.worldexpeditions.co.uk)

USA & Canada

Above the Clouds  ([image: iconphonepng] 802-482 4848; www.aboveclouds.com)

Adventure Center  ([image: iconphonepng] 800-228 8747; www.adventurecenter.com)

Asian Pacific Adventures  ([image: iconphonepng] 800-825 1680; www.asianpacificadventures.com)

Bhutan Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 800-950 9908; www.bhutantravel.com)

Dhenzang Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 813-785 7154; www.adventuresinbhutan.com)

Far Fung Places  ([image: iconphonepng] 415-386 8306; www.farfungplaces.com)

Geographic Expeditions  ([image: iconphonepng] 800-777 8183; www.geoex.com)

Journeys International  ([image: iconphonepng] 800-255 8735; www.journeys.travel)

Mountain Travel Sobek  ([image: iconphonepng] 888-831 7526; www.mtsobek.com)

Wilderness Travel  ([image: iconphonepng] 800-368 2794; www.wildernesstravel.com)
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Trek Length

Short trek Three or four days

Average trek One week

Long trek Three weeks or more

Best Short Trek

Bumthang Cultural Trek A beautiful trek featuring a 500m climb to Phephe La.

Best Long Trek

Snowman Trek Gruelling, expensive (US$4280) and treacherous, this route is a brutal way to earn your trekking stripes.

Best Trek to Spot the Summits

Jhomolhari Trek Takes you within an arm’s reach of Jhomolhari and Jichu Drakye, two of Bhutan’s most beautiful summits.

Best Cultural Trek

Laya-Gasa Trek Experience the unusual culture of the Layap people in a village at 3700m.

Most Popular Trek

Druk Path Trek Atmospheric monasteries and breathtaking alpine scenery converge on this route between Paro and Thimphu.

Best New Trek

Merak-Sakten Trek Passes through isolated valleys in eastern Bhutan; blaze it before the rest of the world comes calling.



So you thought dzongs, tsechus and a vibrant Himalayan culture were the only aspects of Bhutan you could write home about? Well, think again. Being a country where nearly three-quarters of the terrain still thrives as virgin wilderness, the real charm of Bhutan lies in its remote backwoods. Composed of a smattering of rugged mountain folds, snowy passes, icy summits, pristine forests, turquoise lakes, rolling meadows, remote villages and a healthy sprinkling of exotic wildlife, this is perhaps one of the world’s best preserved (and least explored) landscapes. And the best way to experience the untamed natural beauty of this wonderland is by walking one of the many treks that cut into its magical depths. Set aside a few days for a walk in these wilds, and you are bound to return home a happier person.

WHEN TO GO

The first thing to consider while planning your trek is weather. The second half of October provides the best window for trekking in Bhutan; mid-April comes a close second. However, both these periods fall within high tourist seasons, when flights are booked out and hotel rooms at a premium, so book well in advance. The popular trekking routes also see a steep rise in human traffic during these periods. No matter when you trek, you are likely to have sporadic – and sometimes heavy – rain.
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Best Times

»October–November The best overall season, with vivid blue skies common and dazzling views. The bright sun makes for pleasant daytime temperatures upward of 20°C, falling to around 5°C at night. Mornings are crisp and clear. Clouds tend to build up after 1pm, but typically disappear at night to reveal spectacular starry skies.

»March–May Affords warmer weather and suits those who fancy rhododendrons and other exotic Himalayan flora. However, there is a higher chance of rain, and high passes can be snowed under, especially through March.

Avoid

»June–August This is when the monsoons descend on Bhutan in all their fury, and it can sometimes rain for days on end. Mudslides are common, trails get dangerously wet and slippery, and there’s an army of bloodthirsty leeches wiggling along the way.

»September Alpine wildflowers are in bloom, but the mud remains deep and soggy due to rain. Mountain views are generally blocked out by passing clouds, barring the odd sunny morning.

Booking Your Trek

Government rules dictate that all treks in Bhutan must be arranged as full-fledged camping trips booked through a tour operator. This is essential, since most routes pass through uninhabited and undeveloped forest areas, and parties must therefore be self-sufficient in terms of provisions, personnel and equipment.

It’s also mandatory for trekkers to be escorted by a licensed guide registered with the Tourism Council of Bhutan (TCB). Guides in Bhutan come with varied levels of work experience, and a seasoned trek leader is often hard to find. If you’re trekking in the high season, ask your tour operator to arrange for a knowledgeable guide well in advance.

All operators in Bhutan are subject to government regulations specifying services, standards and rates. So there’s little room for variation, and you are quite safe no matter who you choose. The biggest trek operators are Yangphel, International Treks & Tours, Yu Druk, Lhomen and Namsey. See Click here for a full list of recommended operators.

Trekking in Bhutan also involves obtaining a slew of permits for entering national parks, walking through protected areas and engaging in activities such as fishing. Brief your tour operator about your plans, so that these permits can be duly obtained.



SOMETHING DIFFERENT

In 2009 a pilot project was carried out by the government to study the viability of lodge-based treks in Bhutan, where trekkers could go easy on excess camping equipment such as tents or cooking gear, and could use facilities and amenities in villages along the way.

Two routes, from Duer in Bumthang to the Duer hot springs (Click here), and from Gangte in Phobjikha valley to Rubisa, were identified. Guesthouses with toilets and showers were planned at campsites, with the idea of having local villagers provide services such as food, porterage, guiding and the staging of cultural shows, generating revenue for sustainable community development. Last heard, the initiative had been extended to cover two new treks recently commissioned by the government: the Nabji trail (Click here) in central Bhutan and the Merak–Sakten trek (Click here) in eastern Bhutan.





What to Pack

Trekking gear is not widely available in Bhutan, so bring all personal equipment with you. While packing for the trek, limit your baggage to 15kg. Each pack animal carries 30kg, and it’s expected that one animal will carry the luggage of two trekkers.

Your trek operator will provide two-person tents with foam mattresses, eating utensils, kitchen equipment, a kitchen tent and a toilet tent. Sleeping bags are not provided, so bring your own. Regulations specify that the operator should provide a first-aid kit and a pressure bag (portable altitude chamber) for high-altitude treks.



Personal Equipment Check List

Clothing

❑down- or fibre-filled jacket

❑jumper or pile jacket

❑hiking shorts or skirt

❑waterproof jacket, poncho or umbrella

❑hiking pants

❑quick-drying T-shirts or blouses

❑long-sleeved shirt

❑underwear

❑sun hat

❑swimwear (optional)

Footwear

❑trekking or running shoes (properly broken-in)

❑camp shoes, thongs or sandals

❑socks (polypropylene)

Other Equipment

❑backpack

❑sleeping bag (down-filled for high-altitude treks)

❑water bottle (preferably metal)

❑torch (flashlight), batteries & bulbs

Miscellaneous Items

❑toiletries

❑toilet paper & cigarette lighter

❑multi-function pocket knife

❑sunscreen (SPF 30+)

❑towel

❑laundry soap

❑medical & first-aid kit

❑pre-moistened towelettes & hand sanitiser

❑sewing kit

❑bandanna

❑goggles or sunglasses, and spare spectacles

❑sunscreen for lips

❑binoculars

❑books

❑pen & notebook

❑duffel bag with a padlock, a few stuff sacks and lots of plastic bags

❑another duffel bag or suitcase to leave your city clothes in

Photography Equipment

❑camera & lenses

❑chamois cleaning strips

❑plenty of film or memory cards

❑spare camera batteries

❑solar battery charger (optional)

❑waterproof camera bag

❑polarising filter

❑tripod (optional)

For Treks Above 4000m

❑insulated pants

❑nylon windbreaker

❑nylon wind pants

❑long underwear

❑woollen hat or balaclava

❑gloves

❑gaiters

❑mountain trekking boots (properly broken-in)

❑socks (wool)

❑socks (light cotton) to wear under wool socks

❑down booties (optional)





Schedule Changes

Despite all the planning and advance arrangements involved, itineraries can often be disrupted by several unforeseen factors. Unexpected showers can make trails slippery, snow can block out tracks, horses can fail to appear on schedule, or horse drivers may consider the trail too dangerous for their animals. These happen more frequently than you might imagine. Be prepared to take any disappointment in your stride.

ON THE TRAIL

Trail Conditions

Difficulty-wise, a trek in Bhutan ranges from a vigorous ramble up the hillside to a punishing slog through harsh terrain. They are physically demanding due to their lengths and drastic changes in elevation. The average daily gain is about 500m spread over 8km to 12km, with an odd 1000m ascent thrown in. There’s a lot of side-hill climbing on steep slopes, which means more up-and-down climbing around vertical cliffs, avalanche tracks and side canyons. Campsites are sometimes spaced out over long distances, requiring you to walk seven to nine hours in a day. Other days, however, may involve just three or four hours of brisk walking.

Many treks follow ancient trade routes that fell into disuse once roads were built. Some of these trails, especially in eastern Bhutan, have seen scant maintenance for several decades, and route conditions are thus often difficult to predict. It’s always possible to encounter snow, especially on high passes. The terrain is amazingly rocky, and you might often have to traverse long stretches of round river rocks, which is hard on your feet. Trails are often extremely muddy, and diversions are quite common.

Guides & Camp Staff

For a small group, a trekking party typically contains a guide, a cook, a helper and a horseman with his animals. The guide takes important decisions, and often teams up with the cook to handle the logistics. Larger groups are accompanied by a ‘trek organiser’ who oversees sundry campsite activities, packers to manage and streamline porterage and a couple of ‘waiters’ who serve food and handle kitchen duties. English names, not Dzongkha, are used for the various job titles.

Accommodation

You will sleep in a tent, with foam pads placed on the floor as a mattress. All your gear goes into the tent with you at night. Guides and helpers have their own tents as well, so you don’t need to camp near villages for their sake and can comfortably move on to campsites in remote areas or at higher elevations. In some places, there is a facility that the Bhutanese call a ‘community hall’. This is a stone building that the staff can use for cooking and shelter and may be available for trekkers to use as a dining room or emergency shelter.



READ UP

For a comprehensive lowdown on Bhutan’s mountain trails as well as a sea of information on the flora, fauna, environment and geology of the region, pick up the excellent handbook by Bart Jordans, titled Bhutan: A Trekker’s Guide (Nu 1300). Also look at www.greathimalayatrail.com.





Food

The food on a Bhutan trek is pampering, to say the least. Most cooks are adept at tossing together a reasonable variety of Western and Asian dishes, and they often add interesting local touches such as cheese sauces. You can rely entirely on camp meals, which are quite elaborate, and your cook can look after any special dietary requirements if given advance notice. All rations are carried from the start of the trek, and food is cooked over stoves fuelled by bottled gas.

Breakfast at camp comprises cornflakes or porridge, served with coffee or tea. Midday meals are usually prepared and packed beforehand, and consist of fried rice or noodles, chapatis and a potato dish. It is normally accompanied by tea from a large flask. For dinner, you’ll likely be served red or white rice, chapatis, lentil soup and vegetables. Fresh meat may be served on the first two nights, and canned fruit cocktails are often thrown in for dessert. Pig out.

Pack Animals

In the absence of porters, pack horses (and at higher elevations, yaks) form the lifeline of treks in Bhutan. They carry all personal and common trekking gear, plus rations, allowing you to trek with nothing but a daypack. Contractors arrange for animals at the starting point, and their owners accompany them on the trek to arrange their loads and ensure their overall wellbeing. The ancient dolam system in Bhutan allocates specific grazing grounds to each village. For this reason, pack animals don’t cross dzongkhag boundaries. Messages are sent ahead so that replacement animals are (with any luck) waiting at the boundary.

Health & Safety


COMMON AILMENTS



	
AILMENT

	
SYMPTOMS




	Trekkers’ knee

	Pain generally comes from mild trauma repeated thousands of times on the descent. Anti-inflammatory pills are helpful, as are ski poles or a walking stick.




	Blisters

	Blisters can usually be avoided by careful attention to your feet. Immediately investigate any sore spot on your foot, and apply some protection over the affected area. When the bubble breaks, infection can develop. Wash the area and keep it clean. If swelling and redness develop, you should take antibiotics.




	Snow blindness

	This is a temporary, painful condition resulting from sunburn of the clear surface of the eye (the cornea). The treatment is simply to try to relieve the pain. Cold cloths held against the outside of the eyelids can bring relief. Antibiotic eye drops are not necessary and anaesthetic drops should be avoided as they slow the healing and make the eyes vulnerable to other injuries.







Trekking in Bhutan involves trudging over innumerable ascents and descents, which gets more strenuous with altitude gain. Train intensively before coming. Walk up and down hills or inclines as much as possible. Try carrying a backpack to increase the strength training associated with walking or jogging. If you are too busy to hike over weekends, try riding a bicycle, jogging or training intensively with exercise machines (such as Stairmasters).

People aged over 45 often worry about altitude and potential heart problems. Relax. There’s no evidence that altitude is likely to bring on previously undiagnosed heart disease. If you can exercise to your maximum at home, you should not have an increased risk while trekking. However, if you have a known heart disease and your exercise is already limited by symptoms at low altitude, consult an experienced doctor before committing yourself to a trek.

For general advice on medical issues Click here. For information on high altitudes and acclimatisation, Click here.

Losing Your Way

Since you are escorted by a licensed guide familiar with the lie of the land, it’s unlikely that you’ll get lost in the hills. However, this has happened to trekkers in the past, so tread with caution. Never stray from your group, and keep an eye out for signs while you trek. Watch for the lug-sole footprints of other trekkers or for arrows carved into the trail or marked on rocks by guides. Hoof prints and dung of pack animals can confirm that you are on track. On a major trekking route, the trail is usually well defined, although there may be a few confusing short cuts. If you find yourself descending when the trail should be going up, if the trail vanishes, or if you suddenly find yourself alone ahead of the rest of your party, stop and wait for the other trekkers and guides to catch up. If you noticed a trail junction some distance back, retrace your steps to try to find where you went wrong.



TOPOGRAPHIC MAPS

Good quality maps of Bhutan are extremely difficult to obtain. The entire country has been mapped by the Survey of India at 1:50,000, but these are restricted documents, as are a related series of topographic maps produced by the Survey of Bhutan. Another series is the 1:200,000 Russian Military Topographic set which takes 10 sheets to cover Bhutan, but its text is in Russian.

In cooperation with an Austrian project, TCB produced large-scale contour maps of the Jhomolhari and Dagala Thousand Lakes treks based on the Survey of Bhutan series. These are the best (although not entirely accurate) trekking references available, and can be purchased from the TCB office in Thimphu for Nu 300 each.





Rescue

Trekking entails a certain amount of risk, and there’s always a possibility of courting illness or injury. However, do not panic, as it only makes things worse. Assess the incident with a clear mind before taking a decision, without jumping to conclusions. Suspected broken bones may only be bruises, a fever may subside overnight, and a dazed person may wake up and be all right in a few hours. In most areas, horses or yaks will be available to help ferry a sick or injured trekker.

Sometimes, however, the seriousness of the situation may call for immediate evacuation. In this case, the only option is to request a helicopter, since land evacuation may be near impossible. Fortunately, this is a reasonably simple process, but once you ask for a helicopter, you will be charged upward of US$1500, depending on weather conditions, your exact location and the number of rescue attempts made by the chopper. Rescue helicopters come from Indian Air Force bases in Hasimara or Bagdogra airport, after a request – sent out by the guide to the tour operator – reaches the Indian forces through TCB and the Royal Bhutan Army. It’s an efficient chain of communication and a helicopter is usually dispatched within a day.

Bhutan Telecom  (www.telecom.net.bt) also provides satellite phones using the Thuraya system, which allows direct dialling from anywhere in the country, even on a trek. Some tour operators rent satellite phones to trekkers, though the charges are steep.



SUMMIT SAGA

While they may not physically measure up to the legendary 8000m-high peaks in other Himalayan countries, the mountains of Bhutan are ruggedly beautiful. Jhomolhari was a famous landmark for early Everest expeditions. On the approach march for the 1921 British Everest Expedition, George Leigh Mallory described it as ‘astounding and magnificent’, but said he felt ‘cold and rather horrified’ towards the mountain. It was climbed from Tibet in 1937 by F Spencer Chapman and Passang Lama, and again in 1970 by a joint Indo-Bhutanese team.

Michael Ward and Dr Frederic Jackson made an extensive survey of Bhutan’s mountains in 1964–5. Climbing several peaks of around 5500m, they categorised the Bhutan Himalaya as a defined group of mountains. Climbers were allowed in for a short period from 1983 to 1994. A Bhutanese team scaled Thurigang (4900m), north of Thimphu, in 1983. Jichu Drakye was attempted thrice before being climbed in 1988 by an expedition led by Doug Scott. In 1985 Japanese expeditions climbed Gangri (7239m), Kari Jang, Kang Bum (6526m) and Masang Gang (7165m). Gangkhar Puensum (7541m) still remains the highest unclimbed peak in the world after unsuccessful attempts by Japanese and British teams in the 1980s. Climbing peaks above 6000m was subsequently prohibited in Bhutan, owing to religious beliefs and reservations of villagers residing near them.





Responsible Trekking

Trekking exerts great pressure on nature, and you should take special care when trekking to help preserve the fragile ecology. The following tips are common sense, but they are also mandated by the government, and you (or your guide) could be fined for violating them.

Fires

»Campfires are prohibited and you should decline the offer if your staff suggest one. Bring enough warm clothing and you won’t need to stand around one. It’s a real dilemma, though, if the packers build a fire, or if one is struck as part of a ‘cultural show’ in a village.

»Since 1996, cooking meals over a fire has been prohibited by law, and staff are required to carry a supply of fuel. However, it’s a hard rule to enforce, and animal herders sometimes violate the code and cook their own meals over wood.

»Burning garbage is offensive to deities, especially within sight of a sacred mountain such as Jhomolhari.

Rubbish

»What’s carried in can also be carried out. Don’t overlook easily forgotten items such as silver paper, cigarette butts and plastic wrappers, including those left behind by others. They weigh little and can be stored in a dedicated rubbish bag.

»Sanitary napkins, tampons and condoms cause serious damage to the environment if they are not carried out of a trek.

Human Waste Disposal

»Contamination of water sources by human faeces can lead to the transmission of hepatitis, typhoid and intestinal parasites, and poses severe health risks to trekkers as well as local residents and wildlife. A toilet tent will be set up at each camp.

»Where there is no toilet tent, consider burying your waste. Dig a hole 15cm deep and at least 100m from any watercourse. Consider carrying a trowel for this purpose. Cover the waste with soil and a rock. Use toilet paper sparingly, and burn it or bury it with the waste. In snow, dig down to the soil or your waste will be exposed when the snow melts.

Washing

»Detergents and toothpaste, even biodegradable ones, pollute watercourses. For personal washing, use biodegradable soap and a basin at least 50m away from any watercourse. Widely dispersing the waste water allows the soil to filter it fully before it makes it back to the watercourse.

Erosion

»Hillsides and mountain slopes are prone to erosion. Sticking to existing tracks and avoiding short cuts helps to prevent it. If you blaze a new trail straight down a slope it will turn into a watercourse with the next rainfall and soil loss and scarring will result.

»Sometimes a track passes right through a mud patch. Walking through the mud preserves the trail while walking around the edge will increase the size of the patch.

»Avoid removing or disturbing plants that keep the topsoil in place.

Wildlife Conservation

»Be aware that in some places, animals found in huts are likely to be protected native animals rather than non-indigenous vermin.

»Do not leave food scraps behind, thereby avoiding attracting wildlife to the camp.

»Disturbing or feeding wildlife or destroying their natural habitat threatens their wellbeing.

Cultural Conservation

»Thoughtful travellers respect the culture and traditions of local village, camp staff and horse drivers.

»Giving sweets, money, medicines or gifts to local people, particularly children, encourages begging.

»Buying local household items or religious artefacts from villagers could deprive them of family heirlooms or precious relics and utensils that are difficult to replace. It could also be considered disrespectful.
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Which region of Bhutan you decide to visit will most likely depend on how much time you can afford to spend here. The vast majority of visitors quite naturally focus on the west and Thimphu. With its excellent tourist infrastructure, fantastic sights and spectacular festivals, it allows you to see the most of Bhutan in the shortest amount of time.
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Thimphu



Shopping

Museums

Modern Bhutan

SHOPPING

It’s not just that Thimphu has the best handicraft shops in the country (it does), it’s also the best place to actually see the products being made, from traditional paper and incense factories to local silversmiths and weaving workshops.

MUSEUMS

The best general museums are not in Thimphu (try Paro and Trongsa for that) but for specialised interests such as Bhutanese medicine, traditional country life and the country’s rich textile tradition, this is the place.

MODERN BHUTAN

There’s nowhere better than the capital for the daily cultural collisions that sum up Bhutan’s inherent quirkiness. Monks with mobiles and lamas with laptops are a daily sight here and this is also the place to hit the town with trendy, hoodied Bhutanese clubbers.

Click here
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Western Bhutan



Architecture

Trekking

Scenic Views

ARCHITECTURE

If you only visit two towns in Bhutan, make them Paro and Punakha. The west is blessed with not only the country’s loveliest dzong (Punakha), but also its loveliest lhakhang (Kyichu Lhakhang) and the most dramatic monastery (Taktshang). These are the big sights that you simply have to see.

TREKKING

From awesome Jhomolhari to the remote land of Laya and the popular trails of the Druk Path, Bhutan’s most popular trek, the west offers you the opportunity to combine the best of the cultural sights with a walk in the mountains.

SCENIC VIEWS

In October or November, a trip to the Dochu La, with its view of Himalayan peaks framed by chortens and prayer flags, is a literal highpoint, rivalled only perhaps by views of Jhomolhari from the upper Paro valley.

Click here
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Central Bhutan



Architecture

Hiking

Sacred Sights

ARCHITECTURE

The heartland of central Bhutan is Bumthang, a delightful collection of Swiss-style valleys sprinkled with golden-roofed chapels, remote red-walled goembas and sacred temples, including the fabulous 1500-year-old Jampey Lhakhang.

HIKING

Bumthang offers the best day hikes through bamboo forest and yak meadows, past chortens to remote monasteries. The delightful Bumthang Cultural trek goes through moss-covered forests, while the villages of Ura and Shingkhar are great for strolls.

SACRED SIGHTS

The line separating fact and fiction can be fuzzy in Bhutan. Stand where Guru Rinpoche wrestled a snowlion, run your hand over meditation caves etched with the body prints of saints and peer into a lake full of treasure visible only to the virtuous. It’s a sacred landscape.

Click here
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Eastern Bhutan



Off the Beaten Track

Dramatic Drives

Handicrafts

OFF THE BEATEN TRACK

Bhutan’s wild east is for the hardy. Long, winding drives on rough roads ending in simple accommodation is the norm here. Life is more rural and led at a slower pace. And you’ll likely have it to yourself. Just don’t come during the monsoon…

DRAMATIC DRIVES

Roads in the east regularly inch along sheer cliff faces on a ledge not wide enough for two vehicles. Throw in dense fog and a monsoon downpour and you can expect a thrilling, chilling drive. The variety of landscapes is equally impressive, from the heights of Thrumshing La and the lush Himalayan foothills down to the subtropical.

HANDICRAFTS

Eastern Bhutan is the heartland of the country’s rich weaving traditions. Enthusiasts can wander the village looms of Khoma and find out which natural dye comes from insect secretions at Khaling.

Click here
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HEALTH & EMERGENCIES
I'mill. nganauma

| feel nauseous. nga cini zum beu ma

| feel weak. nga thangchep ma

1 keep vomiting. nga clip cisara dop ma

| feel dizzy. nga guyu khou ma

I'm having trouble nga bung tang mit shuba
breathing.

doctor drungtsho

fever jangshu

pain nazu
SHOPPING & SERVICES

The word khang means building; in many
cases it's only necessary to add the word for
the type of building

Whereisa..? ...gatimo?
bank ngukhang
bookshop pekhang
cinema loknyen
hospital menkhang
market thromkhang
monastery goemba
police station thrimsung gakpi

makhang
post office dremkhang
public telephone manggi jthrin
tangsi
shop tshongkhang
temple Ihakhang

toilet chapsa

Iwant to see...
I'm looking for ...

What time does it
open?

What time does it
close?

nga... tagobe
nga...tauing

chutsho gademci lu go
pchiumo?

chutsho gademci lu go
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Is it still open? datoya pehidi ong ga?

What is this? di gaci mo?

I want to change nga tiru ségoba
money.
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That'’s too much. gong bém ma

I'ligiveyounomore  ngagi .. anemcilatro
than.... mitshube

What's your best gong gademcibe bjinni?
price?

TIME & DATES

What is the time? chutsho gademci mo?

(Five) o'clock. chutsho (nga)

afternoon pchiru

day nyim/za

day after tomorrow nétshe

morning droba

night numu

sometime retshe kap

today dari

tomorrow naba

yesterday khatsha

Sunday zadau

Monday zamima

Tuesday zalhap

Wednesday zaphup

Thursday zapasa

Friday zapém

Saturday zanyim

Politeness

To be polite, you can add |2 to the
end of almost anything you say in
Dzongkha, and even to English words
you might use in Bhutan. So when
talking to a government minister, a
lama or someone older than you, you
can say eg 'yes-|a' or 'okay-la', and
you'll be showing respect.
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Bhutan’s Best Treks

Easy
Easy-Medium
Medium
Medium-Hard

Other Treks

Nabji p176
Merak-Sakten pl77

Gasa Hot Spring pl64
Samtengang Winter p175

Jhomolhari 2.
(6942m)

Jhomolhari
(7314m)

Drukgyel Dzong &5

Druk Path p148
Difficuity Il Il
Duration 6 days
Start Paro Ta Dzong
Finish Motithang
Summary One of the

most scenic and popular
treks in Bhutan, following a
wilderness trail past several
remote lakes. Although itis
ashort trek, it goes toa
high altitude.

-5

(7300m)

J

®Gasa
Kang Bum $0amj

Lingzhi ~(6526m)

®Dodina

* Moithang,
/- o @ Chamgang

Paro ./"‘ THIMPHU *,

Gangte
Dagala Thousand Lakes

Dagala Thousand
Lakes p151

Difficulty lE W
Duration 6 days

Start Geynizampa

Finish Chamgang

Season April. September to
October

Summary A short trek, near
Thimphu. to a large number
of lovely. high-altitude lakes
(far fewer. however. than the
name suggests).

Gangla Karchung
(6395m)

Laya—-Gasa p159
Difficulty RN EE
Duration 14 days

Start Drukgyel Dzong
Finish Damji

Season April to June,
September to November
Summary This trek is an
extension of the Jhomolhari
trek. It offers diverse flora and
fauna, as well as a good
opportunity to spot blue

sheep.
_sheep.
Z)ns()phu
Teri Gang < s
(7300m) able
@220 yjountain)
(nonm)
Tnanza,
7~ K.uu:n
RN (239m)

@ Punakha

ephu
Q\Gangte Goemba
Phobjikha

Tikke Zampa

Gangte pl64
Difficulty Il
Duration 3 days
Start Phobjikha
Finish Tikke Zampa
Season March to May,
September to November
Summary A short trek at
relatively low elevations,
visiting several remote

§ Villages and monasteries and
offering birding opportunities.

Snowman pl71

Difficuity MM
Duration 25 days

Start Drukgyel Dzong
Finish Sephu

Season September

to October

Summary The Snowman trek
travels tothe remote Lunana
district and is a difficult trek.
Fewer than half the people
who attempt this trek finish it
either because of problems
wv(h altitude or heavy snowfall.

= e,

Gansknar
Puensum
(7541m)

Duer Hot Spring pl67
Ditficulty MEE W
Duration 8 days
Start/Finish Duer

Season March to April,
September to November
Summary This trek is the old
expedition route to Gangkhar
Puensum, the world's highest
unclimbed peak. It includes a
day at the hot springs.

Duer Hot Spring

Hot Springs

K
&
Thangbi Kizum
Goemba @
Jakar

Jhomolhari p153
Difficulty B W
Duration 9 days

Start Drukgyel Dzong
Finish Dodina

Season April to June.
September to November
Summary Bhutan's most
popular trek offers
spectacular views of the
7314m-high Jhomolhari from
ahigh camp at Jangothang.

Bumthang Cultural
5, Chorten Kor:

Jhomolhari 2 p157
L]

Difficuity ll
Duration 8 days
Start/Finish Drukgyel
Dzong

Season April to June,
September to November
Summary The shorter and
earlier version of the main
Jhomolhari trek goes to the
Jnomolnari base camp at
Jangothang, returning the
same or an alternate route.

»

A

Bumthang Cultural
pl66

Difficulty ll

Duration 3 days

Start Thangbi Goemba
Finish Kizum

Season March to May,
September to November
Summary This trekis so
named because the
opportunities to visit villages
2nd Ihakhangs are greater
than on most other treks in
Bhutan.

(
Aﬁscvangm

L R

Rodang La pl68
Difficulty ME W E
Duration 10 days

Start Thangbi Goemba
Finish Trashi Yangtse
Season October to
November

Summary This trek across
eastern Bhutan s tough and
involves a tremendously long.
steep descent. The logistics
are complicated and horses
are often difficult to obtain for
the final four days of the trek.

K

)
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How faris the ...? .. gadeci tha ringsamo?

Isitnear? bolokha in-na?

Isit far? tharingsain-na?

Go straight ahead. thrangdi song

behind japkha

here na/nalu

left om

in front of dongkha

next to bolokha

opposite dongko/dongte

right yap

there phé/phélu

where gati

north bjang

south lho

east sha

west nup

EATING & DRINKING

Whereisa..? ... gatimo?
local bar changkha
restaurant zakha

Do you have food cho dato to za-wigang
now? in-na?

Idon't eat meat. nga sha miza

Idon't like food with  nga zhégo éma dacikha
chillies. miga

Tl too spicy. di khatshi dii

This is delicious. dizhim-ma

Pleasegivemeacup  ngalujaphop gang nang
of tea.

It's enough. digilam-ma

Key Words

food zhégo/to
hot (spicy) khatshi yomi
hot (warm) tshatom
slices pa

tasty zhimtoto
——————
Meat & Vegetables
cabbage banda kopi
cauliflower meto kopi
chicken bja sha

Numbers
1 ci
2 nyt
3 sum
4 zhi
5 nga
6 dr
7 din
8 ga
9 gu
10 cutham
u clici
12 cunyi
13 clisu
14 clizhi
15 canga
16 cadru
17 cupdit
18 copga
19 cigu
20 nyishu/khachi
30 sumcu/khé pcheda ny?
40 zhipeu/khanyi
50 ngapcu/kha pcheda sum
60 drukcu/khasum
70 diincu/kha peheda zhi
80 gepeu/khazhi
90 gupcu/kha pcheda nga
100 cikja/khanga
1000 ciktong/tongthra ci
10,000 cikthri
100,000 cikbum/bum
1,000,000 saya ci
cooked vegetable tshose tsotsou
fish ngasha
meat ha
potatoes kewa
radish laphu
turnips ondo
vegetable tshose
———————
Other Foods
cheese datse
chilli éma
corn (maize) géza/gesasip

egg gongdo

ONIMNIYA B ONILYI IDVNONVT
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Trekking & Country Life

alpine hut
alpine pasture
bridge

cold (weather)
hills

house

lake

mountain
mountain pass
mule track
plain or meadow
prayer flag
river

steep downhill
steep uphill

stone carved with
prayers

tired

trail

village

warm (weather)

My nameis ...

Where are you from?

I'm from...

Where are you
going?

I'mstaying at ...

I know.

I don’t know.

Can | take a photo?

May | take your
photo?

That's OK.

It's cold today.

It's raining.

daughter

elder brother
elder sister
father

friend

mother

son

younger brother
younger sister

bjobi ga

la nogi tsamjo
zam

sitraktra

d

chim

tsho

gangri

la

talam

thang

dashi
chhu/tsangchhu
lam khama zadra
khagen gadra
dogi mani

udd/thangche
lam/kanglam

0
drotokto/tshatokto

ngé meng ... ing
cho gétilamo?

nga...laing

cho gatijoumo?

nga...doping
ngashé

nga mishé

pa tabney chokar la?
chogi pa ci tapge ma?

di tupba
dari jam-ma
chap cap dowa

bum
phogem
azhim

apa
totsha/charo
ama

bu

nucu
num/sim

Which trail goes .. josi lam gati mo?
t

Is the trail steep? lam zadra yo-ga?
Where is my tent? ngé gh di gatiin-na?
What's the name of  ani igi meng gaci zeu

this village? mo?
Let's go. jogey-la
bird/chicken bja
cow ba
dog rochi/chi
horse ta
pig phap
water buffalo mahe

yak (male/female)  ya/jim

barley na

buckwheat bjé

corn (maize) gaza/gesasip

husked rice chum

millet membja

standing rice bja

wheat ka

hers mogi

his khogi

mine ngégi

yours chogi

big bom

cheap khetokto

clean tsangtokto

dirty Khamlésisi

enough tupba/lamma

expensive gong bom

good lazhim

happy gatokto

heavy Jice

not good lazhim mindu

small chungku

that aphidi

this di

DIRECTIONS &

TRANSPORT

What time does the  dlriilkhor chutsho gademci
bus leave? kha jou inna?

I want to get off here. g2 na dogobe
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Language

The official language of Bhutan is Dzongkha.
While Dzongkha uses the same script as
Tibetan — and the two languages are closely
related — Dzongkha is sufficiently different
that Tibetans can’t understand it. English

is the medium of instruction in schools, so
most educated people can speak it fluently.
There are English signboards, books and
menus throughout the country. Road signs
and government documents are all written
in both English and Dzongkha. The national
newspaper, Kuensel, is published in three
languages: English, Dzongkha and Nepali. In
the monastic schools Choekey, the classical
Tibetan language, is taught.

As aresult of the isolation of many parts
of the country, a number of other languages
survive, and it's common for regional minor-
ities to have their own language. Some are so
different that people from different parts of
the country can’t understand each other. In
eastern Bhutan most people speak Sharchop
(meaning ‘language of the east’), which is
totally different from Dzongkha. In the south,
most people speak Nepali. Bumthangkha is a
language of the Bumthang region. Also spo-
ken are Khengkha from Zhamgang, Kurtoep

from Lhuentshe, Mangdep from Trongsaand

Dzala from Trashi Yangtse.

PRONUNCIATION

The simplified pronunciation system used in
this chapter is based on the official Romani-
sation system (used for writing Dzongkha in
Roman script), so if you read our coloured
pronunciation guides as if they were English,
you'll be understood.

There are three accent marks: the apos-
trophe represents a high tone (eg ") or a
‘soft’ consonant (eg g), the circumflex ac-
cent (eg ¢) represents long vowels, and the
diaeresis (eg ) alters the pronunciation of
some vowels, namely 4 (as the ‘a’ in ‘hat’), 6
as the ir'in ‘dirt’ (without the 'r" sound), and
i (like saying 'i' with the lips stretched back).

An h after the consonants ¢, d, g, |, pand t
indicates that they are ‘aspirated’ (released
with a slight puff of air) - listen to the 'p’
sounds in pip’; the first is aspirated, the
second is not.

Practise pronouncing the ngz sound (as in
‘sing’) at the beginning of a word, eg nga-

| wang (aname). The ‘dental’ consonants, t
 and th, are pronounced with the tongue tip

against the teeth. Note also that ¢ is pro-
nounced as the ‘ch’in ‘church’, and zh as the
's’in ‘measure’.

'BASICS
: Hello. kuzuzangbo la
 Goodbye.
i (bypersonleaving) ~lazhimbe jon
(by personstaying)  lazhimbe zh(i
i Good luck. trashi dele
| Thank you. kadriche
: Yes. ing/yo
i No. mé
| Maybe. imong
i How are you? cho gadebe yo?
I'm fine. nga lazhimbe ra yo
| What's your name?  cho meng gaci mo?
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National Parks & Protected Areas

‘Wangchuck Centennial Park
Size 3763 sq km
Bhutan’s newest and second-largest national park was
inaugurated in 2008. This high-altitude park links
Jigme Dorji National Park with Bomdeling Wildlife
Sanctuary and protects the headwaters of four major
rivers as well as snow-leopard and takin habitat.

Jigme Dorji National Park
Sizc 4329 sq km
The largest protected area in Bhutan with habitats
ranging from subtropical (1400m) to alpine (7000m),
it protects several endangered species, including
takins, snow leopards, and tigers. Villagers farm
and harvest indigenous plants in the park.

Torsa Strict Nature Reserve
Size 644 5q km
Torsa Reserve is located where the
Torsa River enters from Tibet.

The reserve was sct aside to protect the
lemperale [oresls and alpine meadows
and is the only protected area with
no resident human population.

'Wangdue
Phodrang

©Damphu -
OlLamidranga 1

QFhuentsholing

P Y
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Jigme Singye Wangchuck National Park
Size 1400 sq km
Proteeting the Black Mountains that scparatc castern INDIA
and western Bhutan, it harbours tigers, Himalayan | (a5 )
black bears, red pandas and golden langurs.
An amazing 450 species of birds have been catalogued.
The Phobjikha valley, wintering place of
black-necked cranes, is included in the park.

/o

50km
30 miles

&

Thrumshing La National Park
Sizc 768 sq km
This national park was set aside to protect old-growth
temperate forests of fir and chir pine. It is also home to red
pandas and several endangered bird species including
the rufous-necked hornbill and satyr tragopan pheasant.

Bomdeling Wildlife Sanctuary
Size 1545 sq km
The sanctuary protects the habitat of blue sheep,
snow leopards, red pandas, tigers, capped langurs,
Ilimalayan black bears and musk deer. It also protects
CHINA a large area of alpine tundra and is a wintering
(TIBET) ground of the black-necked crane.

Sakten Wildlife Sanctuary
Size 650 sq km
The sanctuary protects several endemic
species, particularly thadodendrons,

within its temperate forests of blue pine,

mixed conifers and rhodedendron. It is
also renowned as the only reserve in the
world that protects the habitat of the yeti.

o .
Trashi, ¥,
Yangtse

INDIA
(ARUNACHAL
PRADESH)

Jongkhar

Khaling Wildlife Sanctuary
Size 273 sq km
In far southeastern Bhulan, the Khaling Wildlife
Sanctuary protects wild elephants, gaurs, leopards,
pygmy hogs, hispid hares and other tropical wildlife.
This sanctuary adjoins a comparable reserve in India.

Phibsoo Wildlife Sanctuary
Size 278 sq km

On Lhe southern border of Bhulan, il was

established to pratect the only remaining natural

sal forest in Bhutan. Several protected species

[0 Protected Areas thrive here, including chital deer, elephants,

Biological Carridors

gaurs, ligers, golden langurs and hornbills.

Royal Manas National Park
Size 1023 sq km
Adjoining India's Manas Nalional Park il forms a
protected area running from the plains to the peaks.
It is the home of rhinos, buffalos, tigers, leopards, bears
and elephants. It is also home to rare species, including
the golden langur, capped langur and hispid hare.
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