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Bhutan's treks provide
stunning views of
Himalayan vistas

and momo dumplings. The colourful souvenir
shops offer many handicrafts; consider buying a
painted mask or woodcarving or even a traditional
Bhutanese outfit.

The festivals or Tshechu in April and October, are
a huge draw for tourists. These grand events are
held over many days, with the two most popular
in Paro and Thimphu. This is an opportunity to
see Bhutan’s ancient cultural traditions at their
finest, where thousands get together to socialise
and watch masked dances by monks. Take formal
clothes to attend the festivals as the locals will be
dressed in their best, with clothes sometimes
handed down over generations. Every dance has a

ABREIRERE special significance or tells a story. The spectacle
FBRKAER . 1 .
of magnificent costumes and whirling dancers in

The dramatically lit .
B Biong the sacred atmosphere of the mountain Dzongs
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Blue skies above Bhutan's
bold and striking dzong

hutan — the Land of the Thunder Dragon

— is a remote Himalayan kingdom that

has historically followed a policy of
isolation from the world. This has made the
land of snow-covered mountains and ancient
monasteries a mysterious and inaccessible place,
rarely seen by tourists. But news leaves the
region — word quickly spread when the fourth
King of Bhutan had an unusual development
philosophy that placed emphasis on personal
happiness and well-being. The idea of Gross
National Happiness (GNH) as an index was born
here, making Bhutan a powerful magnet for
those in search of spiritual enlightenment.

In recent years the country has opened up and
enjoyed a large increase in foreign visitors, with
Chinese tourists visiting in the largest numbers.
As tourism is still in its infancy, it is wise to travel
with tour companies licensed to operate in Bhutan.
Flying from Nepal offers a short but breathtaking
flight over the icy peaks of Mount Kanchenjunga
and Mount Everest. The country has no railway
network and the only international airport is in
Paro. Both Paro and the capital Thimphu have
several hotels that cater to foreign visitors, and the
local currency, the Ngultrum can be purchased at
the airport.

Paro is a serene and quiet place. Giant pictures
of the royal family are seen everywhere. Try the
local delicacies in the restaurants - red rice, chillies
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Ornate dzong bells
and their richly painted

(monastery fortresses) is unforgettable.

Don't leave Paro without visiting the famous
clifftop Tiger's Nest Monastery, 3,000 metres
above sea level. It’s at this mystical and holy shrine
where Bhutan’s Guru Rinpoche is believed to
have appeared on the back of a flying tigress and
meditated in a cave, before bringing Buddhism to
Bhutan. Viewing the shrines’ statues and sacred
paintings in the flickering light of the candles
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Travel company Charlotte Travel is the only Hong Kong
based agency with an office in Bhutan. This family-owned
agency helps you plan both tailored leisure and corporate
trips, taking advantage of its wide network of high
profile partners. Their seven-day “The Happiest Road of
Bhutan” trip will take you from Thimphu to the Punakha
Valley and on to Paro. Transfers and visas will be sorted
by the agency, which is a major advantage.

On the trip, you will take in many of the major sights
such as the Memorial Chorten, the crafts school, Simtokha
and Punakha Dzongs, and Tiger's Nest Monastery.
charlottetravel.com.hk
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makes this a deeply spiritual experience. Be aware
that the walk up to the monastery is quite difficult,
so a reasonable level of fitness is necessary. There
is a steep climb and then about a 1,000 large and
uneven steps to be navigated, but part of the ascent
can be completed on pony-back.

The ascent to the Tiger’s Nest isn’t the only draw
for outdoor types — Bhutan offers a number of
mountain treks, including the notoriously difficult
(and relatively expensive) Snowman Trek. The
Druk Path Trek is a popular trail that takes trekkers
through rhododendron forests to Jimilangtsho
Lake, with its giant trout and spectacular views of
Jomolhari Mountain. These treks usually involve
a few days camping. Also be aware of the need
for caution and acclimatisation, as there is a risk
of developing acute mountain sickness with the
higher altitude walks.

Thimphu has a different atmosphere to Paro — it
is expanding and rapidly becoming a bustling city.
The likes of Italian restaurants, snooker halls and
gyms can all be found here. When in Thimphu,
make time to visit the National Institute for
Zorig Chusum, an academy that trains students
in Bhutan’s traditional arts and crafts such as
woodwork, painting and weaving. At first it is
a curious experience to be able to walk around
classes in progress but students are happy to speak
to visitors. There is also the chance to learn how
handmade paper is made at a local factory using a
skilled and time-consuming process.
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Images of the royal family
are displayed throughout
the kingdom
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Bhutan's Tshechu festivals
are huge events that span
days of celebrations
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Archers celebrate with a
dance after competing in
Bhutan's national sport
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Thimphu's gigantic
Buddha Gordenma
statue, one of the largest
in the world
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Another must is a trip to the 50-metre-high
golden Buddha Dordenma statue, which has
125,000 smaller Buddha statues placed within.
It has a vision to fulfil “the great wish of all
sentient beings for everlasting happiness and
enlightenment.” Made possible with Chinese
funding, this impressive giant statue is one of
the largest Buddha statues in the world and offers
peaceful views over the Thimphu Valley. While in
Bhutan, be sure to get to an archery tournament
as archery is the kingdom’s national sport. The
archers shoot over a 145-metre playing field, so it is
hard to believe that an arrow will find its mark, but
the archers are skilled enough to achieve it.

Before you leave Bhutan, visit Simtokha Dzong,
the country’s oldest surviving castle monastry.
The exquisite and ancient paintings in the inner
sanctum make a visit here well worth the effort.
Plan well in advance, and a trip to this extraordinary
country will be a memorable experience. =
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The comprehensive
Tourism Council of Bhutan
details a range of cultural
and adventure activities
tourism.gov.bt

TRBEREE
National Museum of
Bhutan
nationalmuseum.gov.bt

RAF
Tiger's Nest Monastery
tigersnestbhutan.com
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Capital: Thimphu
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Languages: Dzongkha and
English

i : 82548 (BTN)
Currency: Bhutanese
ngultrum (BTN)
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Time difference: UTC+6
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Flights: Departing from
Hong Kong via Bangkok,
Delhi, Kolkata, Bagdogra,
Bodh Gaya, Dhaka,
Kathmandu, Guwabhati,
Singapore and Mumbai

to Paro
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