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Rinpung dzong
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B
hutan beckoned us with a
promise of fort-monasteries
perched on steep mountain
slopes, young monks draped
in burgundy red robes

rhythmically chanting mantras,
architecture like of which we had not
seen anywhere and of course, the
beautiful majestic Himalayas.

Just arriving in Paro and setting
eyes on the airport building built in
the classic Bhutanese style with
traditional decorative wood carving
and paintings gave us a spectacular
and wonderful start to what would be

a most unforgettable journey. Our
guide, Tshering and driver - also
named Tshering, but nicknamed
'Hunter', to avoid confusion 
greeted us wearing the traditional 
Bhutanese dress. 

Immediately we were off to visit
our first dzong - Rinpung Dzong, Paro,
but with Sjoerd being an architect
and highly interested in the
traditional designs and construction
methods, it took some extra time to
reach there. The moment he saw a
spectacularly painted house, he cried
out "Stop-photo!" After this initial
shock, Tshering Hunter soon got used

to Sjoerd's impromptu stops, as every
house became a top attraction.
However, everything paled into
insignificance before the stately Paro
(Rinpung) Dzong which stood
magnificently on the hillside with an
ancient wooden bridge spanning the
river in front and the round conch
shell-shaped watchtower hovering
above. The dzong complex endowed
with the triple functions of the
district administrative headquarters,
monastic school and fortress were
fascinating.

Jakar was the starting point for
our short trek to witness a local
festival in Bumthang. On the way to
the trailhead, we passed a temple
where a few old women were making
their daily prayer rounds, spinning a
prayer wheel as they went along.

Bhutan is not an ordinary country. The attraction it offers are many
and diverse - pastoral landscape, snow-clad mountains, dense forests,
imposing dzongs standing sentinel-like on strategic locations, and culture
and traditions dating back to centuries. Complementing all these are its
people – friendly, hospitable and full of joie-de-vivre.

- a land ofBBhhuuttaann
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After each round, they would move one
of the 108 little pebbles to another pile
to keep track of their progress. Inside
there was a large prayer wheel, driven by
the waters of a running stream. The
temple had some magnificent relief tablets
above the entrance door. Leaving the
vehicle behind, we walked along a scenic
route, passing by some long mani stone
walls. Along with a villager, we made a
full clockwise round, appreciating the
artwork and admiring the scenic beauty.

We arrived in Ngang-yul village by
midday, in time to watch the dance
rehearsals for the three-day Ngangpi
tsechu, in which the dances are
performed by the villagers themselves. It
is obligatory for a male and a female
member of each family to participate in
the festival in one way or the other -
either in dancing, singing, playing an
instrument or organisation work, etc. We

stayed in a farmhouse and had the chance
to get acquainted with the family. When
the mistress of the house showed us our
sleeping quarters, we felt honoured as it
turned out to be the shrine room,
overlooking the Ngang Lhakhang
monastery (Swan Temple). For two nights
we slept in the faint glow of the burning
butter lamp on the altar.

The tsechu was fabulous. The whole
village arrived early each morning, dressed
in their finest ghos and kiras of vivid
colours. From our host's family, two sons
performed mask dances and the daughter,
who had come from Thimphu for the
occasion, sang folksongs. 

During our stay in the village, every
evening we joined the family. Sitting on
the floor around the metal wood-fuelled
cooking stove, which warmed the kitchen
and on which Grandmother cooked meals
for her family, we chatted with the hosts.

Tshering was our interpreter. We felt like
a part of the family, sharing their jokes,
laughter and gossips. In the meantime our
cook prepared our meals. It was a festival
time, so each night the villagers went
round all the houses, singing and
laughing, taking with them their personal
wooden cup (stored in the pouch of their
ghos) for a few sips of raksi offered as a
sign of welcome.

On the third morning, in the cold,
crisp air, we bade farewell to our
wonderful host family with a touch of
sadness. Slowly we climbed to the summit
of the 3,465m high Phephe La, trekking
through beautiful hillside forests with
century-old moss-covered fir trees,
encountering a small herd of yaks and
quite happy that the muddy trail along
the riverbed was frozen. We were
overtaken by a group of heavily laden
pack  horses, steam bellowing from their

Bhutan - a land of
mystic splendour
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nostrils as their lungs worked overtime at
such a high altitude. We were not the
only ones panting.

That evening we camped along the
Tang Chhu river, warmed by the
campfire. Thoughtfully, Tshering had
arranged for extra warm blankets. The
villagers in Gambling were also
celebrating a festival, which gave us
another opportunity to witness the mask
dances and hear local folk songs in a
scenic rural setting. As we strolled around
the fairgrounds waiting for the dancers to
begin, several children and women
welcomed us, offering fruit, candy and
tooth-breaking hard dried yak cheese.
One little girl took Doreen to her
mother's food stall where she was offered
a warm cup of tea and a plate of delicious
momos.

Returning to Jakar, we spent two
nights in a cosy guesthouse halfway up a
hill. It is part of the local monastery and
a source of income for the monks. From
its balcony, we had a fabulous view of the
Jakar Dzong.

Bumthang was the furthest point east
in our tour. On our way back to
Thimphu, along the narrow, breathtaking,

winding mountain roads, with fabulous
views of pine tree-covered hills and
crystal-clear rivers, we visited some of 
the most spectacular dzongs in the 
region. Besides the superb architecture
and the beautiful temples within, each
dzong gave us an insight into the kind 
of life the monks lead in a monastery - 
a group of child monks studying their
mantras, monks bringing the evening
meal of rice and tea to the dining hall,

little boys laughing and playing tag, a
group of monks washing their robes in
the river and afterwards taking a dip in
the ice-cold river water and other monks
just relaxing and enjoying the warm
winter sunshine. In one dzong, a
ceremony was in progress to celebrate the
nomination of a community leader to a
high post to which all the families from
the village were invited for a buffet
lunch.

Our journey climaxed with the long
trek to Taktsang Lhakhang, better known
as Tiger's Nest. Having been a little
acclimatised by now, we managed to
reach our destination with less effort.
This was one of the highlights and
literally, pinnacle of our tour. The beauty
of the temples makes the long, uphill
walk truly worthwhile. 

A special thanks goes out to our
guide and his team. It was a fantastic,
unforgettable, well cared-for journey. And
the 400+ pictures we took will surely help
to keep that memory alive! 

Text: Sjoerd and Doreen Nienhuys, 
The Netherlands

Photographs: Sjoerd Nienhuys
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