
The beauty of Bhutan lies in its natural harmony  
– it’s mystical, monastic, and far, far away.  

Nick Niarchos takes a journey to the zen side

A
n hour after the twin-propeller 
Druk Air flight passes Everest,  
it circles into the steep Paro Valley 
and I’m struggling to take it all in: 
the magical Himalayan kingdom 
of Bhutan, the land of the Thunder 
Dragon, the country into which  
it is said only 2,500 foreigners are 
allowed a year and the place  
that Chelsea mothers announce 

to rapt audiences over dinner at Ziani’s as the site of their 
conversion to Buddhism. After almost 24 hours of travelling, 
two connecting flights through Doha and Kathmandu and  
a breakfast of Thai Red Bull, peanuts and Johnny Walker Black 
Label, I’m finally here, in one of the most serene and unspoilt 
corners of the planet. I’m having my passport checked in a 
terminal building that looks like a temple, being greeted by 
smiling guides with the customary ‘Kuzuzangpo la’ and a 
‘purifying’ white silk scarf, and surrounded by a landscape 
that’s almost Alpine, but greener and less populated. 

Bhutan is a country of just 700,000 people with a constitutional 
monarchy of sorts. It’s the only nation in the world where 
Buddhism is the state religion and Gross National Happiness 
is officially as important as Gross National Product. The doors 
first opened to travellers in 1971 and there’s no cap on tourists 
– that’s just a myth put about by that Chelsea mother who wants 
to make her trip sound more exclusive – but it is costly. And  
it is changing, despite the fact that the Ministry of Tourism ]

Taktsang Dzong, the 
Tiger’s Nest monastery, 
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[favours a ‘high value, low impact’ policy (read: rich 
people who don’t make a mess). The country is still 
organised along strict class lines and remains tightly 
controlled, with perceived threats to the culture 
– such as smoking – outlawed. Bhutan wants the 
benefits of the outside world without damaging its 
culture. And why should it want to damage near 
perfection? This is a place where everyone seems 
euphorically happy. Maybe that’s because the way of 
life is strict, structured and somewhat predetermined; 
from an early age people are slotted into a system 
that tells them where to go, what to do, and how to 
do it. They are born, they die, and are reincarnated, 
they believe: progressing through the wheel of life 
until they attain nirvana.

‘What is your first impression of Bhutan?’ the 
driver asks, speeding down the King’s Road from 
Paro to Thimphu, the capital. I contemplate my 
answer. ‘Silence?’ he suggests, and he’s right. Not 
just the silence, but the tranquillity of the countryside. 
Not much seems to have changed since the Earl of 

Ronaldshay wrote his Lands of the Thunderbolt in 1923: ‘Just as Alice, 
when she walked through the looking-glass, found herself in a new 
and whimsical world, so we, when we crossed the Pa-chhu, found 
ourselves as though caught up on some magic time machine fitted 
fantastically with a reverse, flung back across the centuries into the 
feudalism of a medieval age.’ I found that quotation in the Lonely 
Planet guide, and not in some dusty volume secreted away on the 
top shelf of a bookseller’s cart, but nevertheless I adopt it as my own. 

At the far end of the King’s Road lies Thimphu. The city, which has 
doubled in size in the past 30 years, is still no bustling metropolis. On 
the sides of the mountains that flank the valley are millions of fluttering 
brightly coloured prayer flags, the mystic paths by which prayers are 
thought to fly across the kingdom. There are no traffic lights (there 
was one set, but it was taken down when the populace complained it 
was impersonal). Instead, policemen in little towers direct cars around 
the open football arena and archery fields that mark the centre of town. 
The smartest place to check in here is the Taj Tashi, an Indian-run and 

owned palace hotel (there’s more than 
just a sneaking feeling that there is quite 
a lot of influence from over the border). 
It’s gilt-edged and grand, with charming 
old-fashioned hospitality and bedrooms 
full of gleaming teak furniture.

To get anywhere in Bhutan, you have 
to travel over long, winding mountain 
passes, though the government has 
ordered a new – albeit tiny – airport in 
the east of the kingdom that will cut down 
travel time massively. Temples, stupas 
and chortens (large stone memorials to 

saints that often contain human remains) litter the roads and usually 
mark the spots where Buddhism has triumphed over evil spirits. 
Through this wilderness we hurtle, fending off carsickness by 
focusing on the looped Bhutanese pop playing on the driver’s phone. 
We are heading towards Gangtey and the Phobjikha Valley, home of 
the elusive black crane, the national bird. Although the distance 
between the two towns is little more than 30 miles, the drive takes 
eight hours. But even an eight-hour ride, with stops for the occasional 
yak photo op, a picnic lunch of dal bhat (rice and lentils) and ema 
datshi (chillies and cheese), and visits to the dzong fortresses doesn’t 
seem enough to dull the magnificence of those haunted hills. 

Then Phobjikha knocks me for six. The Gangtey Goenpa temple 
looms over the northern side of the valley, but apart from its ] r
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Temples and 
stupas litter 
the road and 
mark where 
Buddhism has 
triumphed 
over evil spirits

From above, the dining 
room at the Taj Tashi;  

the Amankora Punakha, 
one of five Aman lodges 

in Bhutan; prayer flags 
flying in Punakha Valley; 

a villa at Uma Paro
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[corrugated red roof and golden spire, evidence of human activity 
is scarce. Phone lines have been banned, as they might harm the 
endangered cranes that migrate from Tibet during the winter. 
The birds perform a complex ritual dance to attract mates, circling 
about the monastery at the beginning and end of their stay in the 
valley, falling and rising through the currents, using the temple’s 
spire to guide them to a safe landing. The resident Nyingmapa 
monks believe the cranes’ choice of the monastery is auspicious. 
Amid all this lies one of the country’s five ultra-chic Aman lodges. 
The Amankora Gangtey is hidden in the trees, ultra-modern and 
ultra-comfortable. Vast stone walls are punctuated by soaring 
windows with tremendous views of gentle, green-carpeted 
slopes that rise until they are lost in clouds. The best way to 
appreciate this is to sit in the breakfast room with a cup of milky 
tea and watch dawn break over the valley. 

Another day, another beautiful valley and another striking 
Aman, at Bumthang. The sights are fascinating, especially the 

Membar Tsho, the first temple in Bhutan founded 
by the Guru Rinpoche, the man who brought 
Buddhism from Tibet. It is also in Bumthang that  
I have dinner with a 26-year-old reincarnation of  
a saint. We discuss modernisation and religion in 
depth after returning from a service at a monastery, 
where I have been blessed by a child. By this point, 
it all seems pretty normal. I order his food for him 
– and he’s never heard of beetroot before.

It’s nine hours back to Paro, detouring to the 
fortress of Trongsa, Bhutan’s Windsor Castle, to see 
the Raven Crown, and Punakha, the old capital and 
winter residence of the monks in Thimphu. I stay at 
Christina Ong’s sleek Uma Paro hotel, set atop a 
hillside overlooking the paddy fields of the valley.  
It is just like Rivendell in Lord of the Rings. I eat, sleep 
and think, before preparing for a trek up the 
mountain to Bumdra, a wilderness camp high above 
the valley. Perhaps it’s not the most sensible plan, to 
climb a mountain suffering from my first Himalayan 
hangover (the night before I’d taken a quick cab ride 

across the Paro Valley to the Gangtey 
Palace – an invitation had arrived from 
a cousin of the king to his daughter’s 
wedding. ‘All of Thimphu society is 
here,’ he informed me over a game of 
mah-jong as the wedding entered its 
eighth hour and the DJ came on and 
announced, ‘We’re all gonna freak out 
now and do the Black Necked Crane 
Dance!’). Luckily, there are nine ponies 
to carry the kit. And the tent. And the 
dining tent. And the kitchen tent. And 

the shower tent. I sit on top of a mountain in the Himalayas and pour 
out a flask of chai tea. I’m isolated in an isolated country, and as night 
falls my only company, bar the guides, are the flashes – is it lightning 
or shelling? – coming from the Indian border, and the solitary butter 
lamp in the hermitage above me, clinging to the rock face. Tomorrow 
I’ll trek another three hours to see Bhutan’s most famous monastery, 
the gravity-defying Taktsang Dzong (Tiger’s Nest), but right now 
everything else, the whole world, seems at a distance. Even the yak 
that has been grazing by the camp has left my loo tent in peace. ( 
An all inclusive two-week trip to Bhutan with Indian Explorations costs 
from £5,936 a person, including flights from London, and a two-night 
stay at each of the following: Taj Tashi, Amankora Gangtey, Amankora 
Bumthang, Meri Puensum Punakha, Uma Paro and Bumdra Wilderness 
Camp. Ring 0844 504 3926 or visit indianexplorations.com r
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In Bumthang 
I sit down to 
dinner with  
a 26-year-old 
reincarnation 
of a saint 
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The ultra-modern 
Amankora Gangtey

Punakha Dzong 
fortress. Left, young 
monks at Paro Dzong

The steep Paro Valley, 
Bhutan. Left, the 
Amankora Bumthang  
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