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THE DESCENT INTO Bhutan’s international 
airport is reputed to be the scariest and 
most dangerous in the world. And as our 

Druk Air plane banks hard to the right and 
lines up for the short Paro Valley runway, 
wing tips perilously close to the snow-capped 
peaks on either side of us, our flight attendant 
seems to be whimpering in distress – and I’m 
seriously tempted to join in.

We’ve just spent a jaw-dropping two 
hours skimming the top of the Himalayas on 
the short hop from New Delhi to the remote 
mountain enclave of Bhutan.

“On your left you can see Mount Everest…” 
our captain lazily commentates, as a vast 
striated grey incisor juts skyward, shadowing 
the awesome peaks that surround it. This 
breathtaking vision makes my stomach tingle 
and my mind swim in anticipation of what 
other wonders Bhutan, known as ‘The Land 
of the Thunder Dragon’, might have in store. 

This landlocked kingdom’s 700,000 
residents are spread across a landscape of 
subtropical forests, sprawling valleys and 
towering peaks – 90% of them farmers 
practising a life of cultivation, Buddhism and 
inner happiness. That happiness is a key factor 
in Bhutanese life, so much so that it’s officially 
measured in the form of Gross National 
Happiness, and is considered by many to be 
more important than Gross National Product.

Striving to improve its somewhat fragile 
economic status and embrace modernisation, 
Bhutan is equally afraid of losing its cultural 
identity – what it is to be Bhutanese. Gross 
National Happiness is a development approach 
that seeks to achieve a harmonious balance 
between material prosperity and the spiritual, 
emotional and cultural wellbeing of an 
individual and society. The king describes  
it simply as “development with values” and  
it permeates every aspect of life here. 

We’re met at the airport by Kinley, our 
guide for the first leg of our trip as part of 
a stay at the Amankora Thimphu. Set in the 
tranquil blue pine forests of Motithang on the 
slopes of the Thimphu Valley, a ten-minute 
drive from the capital of the same name, 
this 16-suite hotel is inspired by Bhutanese 
dzong temples. It’s impossible not to feel 

like monks as we silently wander its elegant 
open corridors of rough-hewn, whitewashed 
walls. No such monastic sparsity in our suite, 
however – a wood-clad sanctuary warmed 
by crackling fire and soft lighting. We refresh 
ourselves with homemade cider and lounge 
on soft window seats, watching silver-black 
langur monkeys swing from tree to tree with 
practised ease in the forests that encircle us. 

CAPITAL GAINS
The new dawn has us up and about early in 
the unflinching sunlight, and we feel a little 
dizzy as we adjust to the altitude at 2,500 
metres above sea level. Kinley is waiting for us, 
and together we head into Thimphu proper to 
explore the capital and uncover its secrets.

We’re here on a Saturday, so the local 
market is open. A sensory assault of colours 
and smells, pungent incense vies with the 
aroma of hanging meats for our attention. 
Mountains of lethal chillies tumble from every 
table and signs pleading for ‘no spitting’ 
are caked with drying splatters of betel nut, 
gobbed from the red-stained mouths of young 
and old alike. Locals grin happily for photos; 
Kinley talks to everyone; we wander and get 
lost among the trinkets while the magic of 
Bhutan washes over us. 

A lunch of rice, chopped chicken (bones 
and all) and the ubiquitous ema datshi 
(hellishly hot whole chillies cooked in cheese, 
served with everything) fuels our afternoon 
visit to Tashichho Dzong. A Buddhist 
monastery and fortress and the seat of 
Bhutan’s government, it has suffered many 
calamities since its 1216 construction and was 
last renovated in 1952. Vast and imposing 
on the outside, its courtyards boast intricate 
artworks of Buddhist teachings, attended to 
and meditated upon by silent monks. People 
live and work here, and it feels as alive and 
relevant as anywhere in modern Thimphu.

Keen to see every side of city life, that night 
we wander into town for dinner and drinks. 
Unsure of what we’ll find, we happen upon 
Mojo Park, a bar and live music venue run by 
local DJ and musician Kinley (no relation to 
our guide and, as we would go on to discover, 
a popular Bhutanese name). Over pints of local 
Druk (dragon) beer, we watch bands rock out 
storming covers of classics – from The Rolling 
Stones to Kings of Leon.

As the beautiful young crowds disperse 
in the early hours, our host whips out his 
acoustic guitar – of course, he does – and 
plays one more song accompanied by another 
beer for us. Strangers at the start of the night, 
friends by the end, we trundle home bleary-
eyed and amazed that no matter how ➤ 
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LAND OF THE THUNDER DRAGON
The remote Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan boasts a totally unique landscape, people and attitude 
to life. DUNCAN MADDEN enjoys an enchanting escape. No sign of any dragons, though…
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SEE THE GOOD 
FROM THE TREES: 
Uma Paro offers 
20 rooms and nine 
villas spread over 
38 acres of hillside 
in the Paro Valley. 
Its unique location 
puts you within 
striking distance 
of the country’s 
great cultural 
landmarks
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➤ different our cultures may be, underneath 
we’re all very much the same. 

THE HIGH LIFE
The next day sees us heading away from the 
relative bustle of Thimphu and experiencing 
ever-higher altitudes as we push towards 
Punakha. A three-hour, picture-postcard ride, 
we weave among colourful lorries hand-
decorated with paintings and slogans, past 
tiny vans carrying giant, precariously balanced 
loads, and eventually crest at the dramatic 
mountain pass of Dochula. 

From our 3,140-metre viewpoint, we cast 
disbelieving eyes over lush forest ridges 

reaching all the way to the far pavilions of the 
Himalayas, and peaks clawing 7,000 metres up 
towards the heavens. Around us lie 108 Druk 
Wangyal Chortens – shrines to those who lost 
their lives in conflicts with rebels from Assam 
on the Indian/Bhutanese border – and beyond 
them, framing everything across road, river 
and sky, an endless rainbow of prayer flags. 
We stand and stare, gasping for breath in the 
thin mountain air, heads as giddy from the 
views as from the lack of oxygen.

The descent into Punakha Valley is a 
twisting, turning step back in time (visitors 
long ago nicknamed the local bus the ‘vomit 
comet’ for its passengers’ tendency towards 
travel sickness). Bhutanese architecture is a 
constant delight – to my untrained eye falling 
somewhere between Japanese monastery and 
Swiss chalet – and every building, no matter 
how basic, conforms to the same aesthetic. 
But here in Punakha, a unique motif on the 
houses has us smirking in disbelief. Daubed on 
walls and doors – often in intricate ejaculatory 
detail – are elaborate phalluses of every colour, 
shape and size. Sensing our amusement, our 
new guide Tharchu explains their significance 

in protecting households from evil spirits. 
They emerged from the 15th-century beliefs 
of Drukpa Kunley, ‘the divine madman’ and 
poet who sought his blessings largely in the 
form of sex with entranced ladyfolk. 

ROYALTY AND RELIGION 
Part of luxury hospitality specialists the 
Como Group’s portfolio, our next stop, Uma 
Punakha, is a nine-room, two-villa luxury 
boutique hotel perched on a promontory. It 
commands staggering views over the valley 
and Mochu (‘mother’) River winding to the 
mountainous horizon beyond. Our room 
has floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides, 
natural woods throughout and an atmosphere 
that embraces – rather than competes with – 
the stunning environment around it. 

We saunter into the hotel restaurant for 
dinner, which offers a fantastic choice of 
modern riffs on traditional Bhutanese cuisine, 
and (for those who, like me, are in need of 
a night off the chillies) sumptuous Western 
dishes. We’re told that we’ve just missed the 
Bhutanese Queen Mother, who had popped in 
for afternoon tea. The Bhutanese royal family 
are loved and revered by all, and enjoy a 
relationship both uncomplicated and intimate 
with their subjects – no begrudging apathy 
towards their purpose here. We even see 
the Queen herself the next day, rafting down 
the Mochu to a camp set up for an unnamed 
celebration along the banks of the river. 

Our time in Punakha is spent strolling 
the most important and spectacular dzong 
in Bhutan, ‘The Palace of Great Happiness or 
Bliss’, with Tharchu explaining how Buddhism 
has developed and informed Bhutanese life 
over the centuries. Easy-going, informed and 
more exposed to western culture than most 
Bhutanese, Tharchu is also deeply religious 
and stops to murmur his blessings and leave 
a donation at every shrine we pass, dropping ➤ 

 

Framing everything 
across road, river 
and sky is an endless 
rainbow of prayer flags

RIVER DEEP, 
MOUNTAIN HIGH: 
Luxury boutique 
hotel Uma 
Punakha (here 
and below right) 
overlooks the 
verdant Punakha 
Valley and the 
snaking Mochu 
River. It oozes 
monastery-meets-
Swiss-chalet chic
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➤ banknotes among the offerings of food, drink 
and carvings sculpted entirely from butter.

SOARING SCENERY
Equally as impressive is Khamsum Yulley 
Namgyal Chorten, the hilltop temple at the 
end of our hike through a maze-like network 
of ridged rice paddies that stretch as far as 
the eye can see. From its third-floor terrace, 
we gawp over Punakha Valley in all its 
extravagant, unbridled beauty. As the sun sets, 
the landscape before me is unlike any I’ve seen 
before. Diverse, extraordinary and somehow 
untarnished – despite the absolute cultivation 
and adaptation by human hand to bend its 
resource to our will – I’m mesmerised. 

With time drifting by, we find ourselves 
back on the road over the Dochula Pass to 
Uma Paro, our final destination. This jewel in 
the Como Group’s crown offers 20 rooms and 
nine villas spread over 38 acres of hillside in 
the Paro Valley. Our suite is vast, with lounge, 
kitchen, bathroom, and a bedroom bedecked 
in cool whites and natural woods, undeniably 
stylish but unmistakably Bhutan. We dine on 
delicious yak burgers and ready ourselves 
for our last day, and what is to prove the 
unparalleled highlight of the trip.

Paro Taktsang is better known as Tiger’s 
Nest, a monastery set more than 3,000m high in 
the cliffs of the Paro Valley. Accessible only on 
foot, we hike for three hours to the site where 
Guru Rinpoche flew from Tibet on the back of 
a tigress in the 8th century, and meditated for 

three years, three months, three weeks, three 
days and three hours. Approximately.

The hike is a spectacular adventure through 
forest trails and rocky canyons, with brief 
glimpses of the monastery tantalisingly offered 
in the far shadows. Every outcropping, tree 
and fence post is decorated with prayer flags  
– thousands upon thousands of them framing 
each view in a panoply of colour. Intoxicated 
by the sight and dizzy from altitude, I round 
the last corner to see the temple framed in 
beatific sunlight, a hazy rainbow thrown into 
the mix by the waterfall in front of it. 

If you aren’t spiritual before you visit 
Tiger’s Nest, it’s difficult to imagine you won’t 
feel differently when you leave. We enter 
the temple to be blessed by the attending 
child monk, marvel at the sheer drop falling 
hundreds of metres from the ledge the 
monastery is so precariously balanced on, 
and reluctantly begin the long walk home, 
astonished by the dedication and drive it must 
have taken to build something so beautiful 
somewhere so remote.

That day, as with every other day during 
our Bhutan adventure, we see only a handful 

of tourists. Mostly, the trails are populated 
with Bhutanese – individuals, families, friends 
– all making the pilgrimage to pay their 
respects to their Buddhist beliefs and share 
in the joy and goodwill of their culture. It’s an 
intoxicating, invigorating and contagious place 
to be, where life is judged on humanity and 
happiness, rather than financial prosperity and 
material worth. Admittedly, it sounds clichéd 
and idealist – a pipedream. But take a look 
around and you realise it’s not just possible, 
but it works. Bhutan has been called ‘the last 
Shangri-La’ – and it’s easy to see why. ■
Duncan travelled with Steppes Travel, which offers: 

two nights at The Leela Palace New Delhi on a B&B 

basis (theleela.com), two nights at Amankora 

Thimphu on a B&B basis (amanresorts.com), 

and the five-night COMO package – staying at 

Uma Punakha and Uma Paro – on a full-board basis 

(comohotels.com), with international and internal 

flights included, from £5,395 per person, based on 

two people sharing (steppestravel.co.uk). For 

private tours, Duncan recommends his brilliant guide, 

Tharchu Drupka of Happy Bhutan, who can also help 

you organise visas, transport and all those pesky 

details (tourbhutantourism.com/happybhutan).

 

The sheer drop falls 
hundreds of metres 
from the ledge that the 
monastery balances on

NOT-SO-EASY 
TIGER: It takes 
a gruelling hike 
to reach Tiger’s 
Nest Monastery, 
perched 3,000 
metres high in the 
cliffs of the upper 
Paro Valley. Below 
left: The Amankora 
Thimphu hotel is 
set in tranquil blue 
pine forests, just 
a short drive from 
Bhutan’s capital
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