Up to now, the Himalayas are the most enigmatic planet’s place on a dry land and Bhutan is the most mysterious country in the world. Almost unheard of and even less known to us than Tibet, if has by far better preserved the unique Himalayan culture in fact. The boots of the foreign soldiers have never trampled down its land as is the case with Tibet and Sikkim, neither has it been split by the religious discord as in Kashmir, nor commercialized by the mass tourism as in Nepal. Enjoying independence since the 8-th century, Bhutan has been offering resistance to the invasion of technological civilization well into the 20th century.  This was the country having no exact map of its own across the vast area of Asia. The world outside had been less acefuainted with if than with the dark side of the Moon. Until 1960, only few foreigners had been allowed to enter “ Drul-Yul”(Dragon’s Land). That’s now, as the locals tend to call their country. Far that you had to be a personal quest of the king (titled by the name of Dragon) himself or the queen. Instead of being greeted  by the European “ How are you?” in the Himalayas you are likely to be asked “ Who are you?’’. And if you are the king’s guest, all doors will open up for you. Otherwise, you are nothing here, no matter who or what you might happen be in your own country. 

First information about Bhutan was brought to Europe in 1626 by two Portuguese missionaries travelling from Calcutta to Tibet. Lithuania first heard of the land called  “ the edge of Tibet ” from the book “ The journey to Mustang and Bhutan “by a French ethnographer Michel Passe who traveler there in 1968.  He wrote: ”I had six unsuccessful attempts to go to Bhutan. Six times on arriving at Calcutta I stared at the stewardess as if I was saying goodbye to our planet. Each time while filling out a registration form on the plane, I wrote down “ Bhutan” in the box “ destination point”. This dragged on for ten years. 


My trip to the land of Botias also dragged on for ten years, since 1991 then I first arrived to Nepal to see the Himalayas. However, by then things had already changed there. Since 1974, when the first journalists were allowed into the country, 200 foreigners (still later 2250) per year could visit the country. Right now there is no limit whatsoever. There is only limit of $200 the price (per person) for a one - day stay in the land of dragon. A visa costs $20 and is supposed to be granted on arrival. However, this is a mere formality. In fact you should start taking care of it well before your trip, at least 2 month in advance. It is not to be obtained neither in Lithuania nor elsewhere in Europe as Bhutan embassies are only in several Asian countries such as Bangladesh, India, Kuwait, Nepal, Thailand and also mission in the UNO headquarters in New York. Only two of these, Bangladesh and India have their embassies in Bhutan. And it’s only after having been granted a permit to enter, that you will be able to book your plane ticket. The itinerary of the trip is to be chosen from the alternatives offered and no down - payment, you must pay 100% in advance at a travel agency representing the state of Bhutan. In the case of refusal the amount is non-refundable. That resembles foreigners travelling in the former USSR. 

“ While crossing the bridge we had a feeling sensation arousing our curiosity.  Just like Alice, having stepped into the mirror, found herself in a new, strange world, we, too having crossed then of Po – tchu river, felt as if some magic time machine had swept us back through the age into the medieval “ this is a picturesque description of a traveler’s impression on entering Bhutan in 1921. 


A small, 70-seater plane with a flying dragon on its tail was waiting to take off at Katmandu airport. That was one of the two planes owned by the Bhutan national airlines “Druk” founded in 1990. It was the plane which, like that magic mirror from “ Alice in wonderland”, could carry us to the land of our dreams. Plane of other countries are not allowed to land here. The number of passengers was unbelievably small (September 11 had a great impact on the business of Asian tourism right at the start of the season, some thirty people, mostly Americans, some British and French. There were no young people among them. Those traveling to Bhutan were obviously people who, either had already see the world, or didn’t care about the price, as they travel everywhere first class.   

 
Everyone was trying to get a seat by the window on the left, as the sight of the Himalayan mountains during the flight is the most beautiful one can get from the bird’s eye view.   I found a seat on the left, though it was under the wing. The views were spectacular. Someone was feverishly trying to find a slot to take the best pictures of Everest. As V. Visockij used to sing: “ The best view of  Elbrus is from the plane”. How very true, as few are the lucky ones who are given the opportunity to reach the foot of the world’s highest mountain.


“As if in a panoramic photograph, eight of fourteen highest mounts of the world are floating ahead of you, among those visible are the black pyramid of Everest, the shape of a grey chain of Makalu peak (8475 m) and the huge massif of Kantchandganga (8586 m), as well as a lot of other famous and beautiful peaks like the smallest of  “giants” Shisha Pangma ( 8093 m) in the heart of Tibet, Tho Qju ( 8153 m), the long massif of Nuptse ( 7906 m) and Lotse ( 8501 m). The plane flies by Lukla and the “capital of sherps” – Namtche Bazaar. While landing in Bhutan, the snowy summit of the beautiful Jomolari arrests one’s attention (lines from a diary).


     Leaping over several high mountain ridges, the plane made an abrupt dive into the valley of PARO. Some “antediluvian” fire engines were waiting for us with engines working and water hoses directed toward us. Fortunately, their help was not needed. The pilots landed the plane efficiently on a short runway. The door opened up and…. September 27, 2001 the first Lithuanians stepped down on the land of “ Dragon’s kingdom”. We were welcomed by the silence, temperature 20 C above zero, clear air and songs of birds. There is no other airport all over Asia as quiet as this one. The airport of Paro was built in 1983 and is the only one in the country.  The valley is located at the height of 2 km above sea level and is the most beautiful one in Bhutan with the summit of Jomolari (7316 m) rising high above it. This mountain is the only one in Bhutan that has been climbed up by my man. The laws of Bhutan forbid mountaineering. Gods dwell on top of these mountains and to disturb their peace is not allowed.


An airport official checks up the lists and passenger’s permissions once again. The tension of going through is the same as at London airport.  Will they let us in or won’t? As if we came to seek after employment and not to spend our money. But you never know with that logic of Asia. Who could make it out! At long last, three green passports get adorned with the visas of Bhutan. Not very attractive, black seals with indistinctly stamped State Emblems and incorruptions “ Royal Government of Bhutan”, but as desired as those of the USA. 


Our first encounter with the local money.  The name is too difficult to be pronounced, but if you succeed to, you instantaneously forget it, “ ngultrum”. 1Nu = 1 Indian rupee. 1$ = 47 Nu. 


Guide Kunzang and driver Kvenga, all dressed up in national outfit there, waiting to meet us. By king’s order each Bhutan citizen must wear national clothes. Their patterns are beautiful and colors are bright. The feeling is that of a continuous feast. The men wear knee – length gowns. Called “ gho”, the outfit for women is “kira”-long tight frocks with aprons. These are hand-made clothes of silk costing over $100.


We will be accommodated in a spa of the Kitch Mountains, at some half-hour’s drive from the airport. While passing through Paro which makes an impression off the town in “the Wild West” from the old westerns, the guide is providing us with some facts about this kingdom: their national flower is the blue poppy, the tree – a cypress, the bird – a raven, the animal – a takin. A very strange, sheep-and-ox-like animal you are sure not to come across with anywhere else.  


If we wished to make a comparison, the landscape of Bhutan rather resembles Switzerland than Asia.  Neat fields, white houses of wooden framework with drawings all over, few people, narrow roads, yet in good condition – that’s Europe. However, rice grows in the fields, the houses are decorated with national symbols and big phalli on the white walls. Big-planed wooden phalli hung over the front entrance, some more surging. In the wind under the roof, they are supposed to protect from evil spirits. The roofs of the houses are covered with wooden billets and reinforced head-sized stones. If you were caught by an earthquake in such a house instead of running for your life you’d have to stay in for fear lest stone might fall on you. On the roofs you can also see lots of red chili paper which is spreadout there to dry in the sun. The Bhutani prefer spicy food, they use a lot of read and green chili in particular. Their national dish “emadatsi” is served with chili pepper and cheese sauce.

…………….Banners diclose the Buddhistic nature of Bhutan. They are horsed everywhere: by the paths, on the roofs, in the temples and monasteries located in the mountains and valleys, near the houses. They are of five colors: blue, green, red, yellow and white, each respectively symbolizing water, tree, fire, earth and iron. The banners also mean five meditations of Buddha, 5 wisdom’s, 5 directions. The text of banners is carced in wooden blocks which then are pressed on to a piece of cloth. Outwardly seeming similar, they are in fact of several variations, the purpose, however, of all of them is the same-to bless and protect from evil.


The landscape of Bhutan is distinguished for its “dzong” or fortress. Bhutan is the country of  “dzongs”. “Dzongs” used to be built on higher hills. So that they could serve as fortresses to protect from Tibet. The first dzong that we know of was erected in 1153. The walls of the dzongs are of while stone, the roofs are light red or yellow. The dzong cannot be compared to anything, there are no analogues in Europe neither in size nor in significance. Besides being a monastery and a fortress, “dzongs” are towns in the true sense of the word, the center of civilization with hundreds, sometimes thousands of people living there. Dzongs serve as hotels for travelers, even as marketplaces and prisons as well. Fortresses resemble gigantic transatlantic liners, enclosed autonomous worlds on the high seas with mountains instead of water surrounding them. 


It was while landing in Bhutan that we noticed in the valley of Paro a huge rectangular building.  That was Dzong of Paro, a construction of titanic inaccessibility with a great number of chapels. It was built in the 16th century, its assembly hall is larger than that of Potala in Lasa. This dzong is the best specimen of the Bhutani architecture. Here in 1995 Felini was shooting his film “ The young Buddha”.


Travelling in the Himalayas is most favorable in autumn, the season with the largest numbers of clear days when mountain peaks are less freguentty covered with clouds. Unfortunately, this year is different. The monsoon had been washing the Himalayas throughout the summer and still didn’t show any signs of retreating. Bhutanwas was buried in warm clouds of rain. In general, Bhutan is a most humid region in the Himalayas, annual averagerate of rain is 12. Not millimeters, nor even centimeters. 12 meters! There are years when quarterly precipitation amount to18 tones of rainwater per square meters. Sufficient for a four –store  house (including the roof) to be flooded.


To travel in Bhutan without being able to see snow-covered peaks looming over its valleys would be the same as to see the queen without the crown. Today is the only day when travelling across the valley of Paro we could expect to see Jamolari.


Jamolari is the second highest mountain in Bhutan and the 98th in the world. That is the only peak in Bhutan that has been climbed. It was first conquered on May 21, 1937 by an Englishman F. Spenser Chapman and a Sherp Passanaga Dhava Lama, the latter being an ordinary monastery clerk who later became famous for his ascents to the 8-thousand-metre peaks of K-2, Dhaulagiri, and as the first conqueror of Cho-Oju. The next conquest of this summit belongs to several Bhutani army officers and sherps who climbed it up in April of 1970. Unfortunately, for some the victory was fatal. Two officers fell off the 2-kilometre-high wall and died.


It had been raining heavily during the night and the morning didn’t seem to be promising any changes for the better. However, though stung all over by mosquitoes at night, we were lucky to get out of bed on the right side-the clouds unexpectedly dispersed revealing to us Jomoraly and Jitchu Drakhe (6794 m) located a bit closer. 


Although exclusively emigrants from Tibet have inhabited the land of Bhutan, it has been the worst enemy of Bhutan throughout history of the “land of dragon”. We left for Drukgyel Dzong, which was built in 1649 by the road leading from Tibet. The meaning of the name is “ Bhutan’s victory”, the first victory won by the Bhutani in the struggle against Tibet. You can see the photo of this fortress only on the cover of the “ National Geographic” of 1914. The fortress burned down in 1951, the cause of the fire was an unintentional spilt of oil from the oillamp that was amply used there being no electricity, Ironically fires cousedby suck lamps beveled more monasteries and fortresses over the history of Bhutan than hostile incendiary arrow.


Bow shooting still exercises great popularity Bhutan. It is considered to be sport number one, just like basketball with us.
The wood used for bow making is bamboo, the distance for shooting – 140 meters and the target – small wooden planks laid on the ground. The rivals are allowed to interfere with one another by springing up right in front of the target. So you ‘re in for sharp sensations, just like in “Russian” roulette.


Outwardly seeming calm, Bhutani people are in fact easily turned on and even monks are not alien to strong impressions. For instance, reaching the cloister of Taksang (called Lion’s Den) would be a tough assignment even for alpinists. The temple is located on a vertical rock of 900 meters at the height of 3 kilometers. I have never seen a building placed more preposterously than this one. The only way to reach this temple is a narrow path, which farther on is replaced by numerous small steps hewed in the rocks. One careless on imprecise step and you are sure to go to the bottom of the deepest precipice. Incredibly, what people have created and how they managed to settle down in place like that. The cloister was built in 1684 in the place where according to the legend Guru Rimphoche (who had arrived there in the 7th century on a flying tiger was having his meditation. The meditation went on for three years until he finally tamed evil demons and Bhutan became Buddhist. Now Guru Rimpotche also called the second Buddha, is the guardian of Bhutan, and every year in September, i.e. the month of his birth Thimpu, the capital of Bhutan, organizes Tscechu dance festival in his honor. 


The festival usually continues for four days and it was a happy coincidence and still greater luck that we happened to be in the right place in the right time. We must see that! So we hit the road. The distance is 65 km. And should take us a couple of hours. The road is asphalt, but very narrow. India built it in 1962 just like other 1500 kilometers of roads existing in the country. Not very much really, but there are not very many cars, as the population is not numerous (about 600 thousands, similar to that of Vilnius). With respect to its composition the population is rather monolithic: 70% of the Bhutani are Drupks of Tibetan descent speaking the language of Botians and 20% make up Lolsamps speaking Nepalese In 1988 the King advanced a slogan “ A single nation, the homogeneous people!” and 90 thousand Nepalese fled Bhutan. If a double citizenship could be available I would prefer that of Bhutan for my second one, as I would like to travel this wonderful country inside out. So I accost the guide asking him, “ What could be the possible ways for obtaining it?” 


To be eligible for the citizenship of Bhutan a foreigner must merit it by contributing to the country in some way or another. Our guide could recall only one similar case of some Canadian teacher. Another way is marriage. Marriage in Bhutan is very simple. You just have to buy a bottle of wine, visit the parents of your chosen one and if they have nothing against, you spend the night with your girlfriend. The wedding is supposed to have taken place. That entitles you to obtain the so-called “ green” citizenship, which has to be reconsidered every year. A Bhutani man is allowed to have more than one wife. The king has a party of four, all of them being sisters. While chatting away like that we suddenly noticed on the road ahead a strange escort. “ That’s the king ”, commented the guide. I grabbed my video camera and got ready for filming. “ Filming or taking pictures of the royal family is forbidden by our laws”, reminded the guide. Unwilling as I was, I had to put away my camera. Shortly afterwards we encountered another, somewhat smaller escort.  That was queering the elder of the sisters. She was sitting next to the driver so we could see her very well. She was a beautiful woman. As a matter of fact, faces of the Bhutani have as if compiled the best features of the Tibetans: their noses are longer and tinier, they skin is fairer, almond eyes have no wrinkles around their inner corners.  Here it would be impossible to disagree with the saying, “ There is nothing more dangerous than a powerful and clever woman, particularly if she is that beautiful”. Bhutani and Tibetan people were the first to allow women to play a primary role in social matters and politics, which they manage even better than men do. In the Himalayas of Tibet it is infrequent that women rule over villages.


There are no large towns in the kingdom of dragon. The biggest one, Timphu, has been the capital of Bhutan since 1955 and is situated in the valley of river Vangtchu and height of 2287 m. It is only relatively that you can call it “ a town “, as its population hardly reaches 40 thousand yet. Some 25 years ago the population of Thimpu was even 10 times smaller, and there were no big villages in the country then, not to mention the towns. The best panorama opens up from the top of a 500-metre hill, on which a radio transmitter is located. Not so long ago, it used to be the only link to the world outside. Long before 1999 the king’s order forbade to have TV aerials. The aim was to minimize the influence of foreign cultures. Thimpu is the only country in the world having no traffic lights; the police direct the traffic. The gestures they make would be hardly understood by our drivers. They rather resemble a plastic dance or a good pantomime show. The place where they stand on the street is decorated as if it was a chapel.


Thimpu has a convent. There are 50 attractive bald-headed Buddhists residing who during our visit happened to be practicing to blow long ritual trumpets. We, too, had a go at that, but the sounds we made were more like deep sighs and only cheered the nuns up.  


Thimpu dzongs is the main arhitektual accent in the capital. Apart from the palace of Potala in Lhasa this dzong and one more fortress of Bhutan, Tongsa, are the largest buildings in Central Asia. The citadel consists of 2000 rooms, 300 chapels and temples. The whole gigantic complex is built without a single nail, construction material being only wood, stone and Tibetan cement. You get dizzy by looking at this enormous massif. It’s impossible to take in the whole of it from one point. It’s the cloister, the main fortress and the capital at the same time. Also residing in the dzong are the king, his courtiers, officials, employees, the head of Bhutan’s church and over a thousand monks. Women are forbidden to stay in this huge sanctum at night. On entering Thimpu, or any other of the 32 fortresses in the country, one must wrap one’s shoulders with a symbolic shawl (for lamas and monks it has to be red, for the king a yellow one). We, being foreign tourists, are not required to wear shawls, but the clothes must be tidy. No T-shirts, shorts or sandals. We didn’t even try to object and were happy to be let into the biggest fort of the kingdom during its major feast. Sights like those could no longer be seen anywhere else in the world. We were more than lucky… Thousands men, women and children, monks and secular people from all over Bhutan gathered in a large yard of the fortress. Everyone looked posh in their national outfit.  Men in their holiday “kho”, women parading in flaring silk blouses and tight long frocks. Monks were watching the event through a great many citadel’s windows bound in pale blue, orange and masks with antlers were gracefully turning their heads enacting Guru Rimpotche at the moment of his transformation into God of Wind. Then followed a dance about heroes, dance “ reindeer and dogs “, dance with 21 black hats and drums, death dance.  The festival of  Titchu was first celebrated in September 1670, the month of birth of Guru Rimphotche who arrived in Bhutan in 746 BC and preached Buddhism there in the 8th century. However, traditions of most dances date back as far as the 14th century. The old books of Bhutan describe the origin of this festival as follows:  “ So that Bhutan could enjoy continuous happiness a great many educated lamas contrived a tradition of dance. In the process of dancing a particular power reveals itself, all misfortunes diminish, wishes and desires come true”.  


But for this festival, the capital of Bhutan would not have made such a great impression. There is nothing to do in Bhutan in the evenings. We took a stroll along the main street Mazin Lam. As compared with Khatmandu, the entertainment segment here lacks a lot. There are quite a few restaurants, but they are very common, the food served is very plain. Nothing to be compared with Southeast Asia, the gourmand’s paradise. As the meals are usually paid for in advance, tourists most often eat at the hotels they are accommodated in. Foreigners are generally put up at “Druck” (“Dragon”) hotels. Nothing to worry about, they allow neither dragons nor reaches. They all conform to the international standards. Yet the best entertainment available is a traditional Bhutan bath. That’s a wooden tub full of water heated by hot stones.


Just like we take guests to our historical capital Trakai the Bhutani are sure to show you Phunaka. In 1955 Phunaka was marked on the maps by a double circle as all other capitals of the worlds. Actually, Phunaka was a winter capital and Thimpu – a summer residence. It used to take almost a week to get from one capital to another. Now the trip lasts about 3 hours, however, there are signs on the poles standing along the roads and warning you: “Surpassing may be the end of you”,  Life is too short to be shortened by hurrying”. They are obviously not meant for muleteers. The road was relentlessly shooting upwards a 3-kilometer – high passage from which on a clear day the eastern ridge of Himalaya with the country’s highest peak of Gang Punsum (7520 m) opens up. Unfortunately, the sky is covered with clouds today and a stupa with a great number of religious prayer banners standing in the passage is submerging in a mystic haze. From the passage the road leads downwards and it starts getting warmer. There are no conifers here, the atmosphere is very humid, and therefore the road at some instances is considerably undermined. The monsoon started raining again. The river below turned into a roaring torrent, many waters of which mixed with silt and sand was greedily licking the banks. At instances the bank formed beaches of amazing beauty resembling that of the seaside. But for the mountains you could have imagined you were in the spit of Kurshiai.


Round a bend the green curtain as if rose unexpectedly and there it was – Phunaha. The legendary town that had been closed to foreigners for so long pictures of which only 25 years ago could hardly be found anywhere. Punaha is even less known than Lhassa. The land of Dragon didn’t hasten to open up to the world outside. 


As compared with Thimpu, Phunaka is a very small town with the population of only 5 thousand. There is no industry here, only a college for 8-year school levers. Our guide also attended this colleague. There are two beautiful things in Punhaka: the dzong and college female students. When I started taking pictures of the farmer the guide commented jokingly: “ the fortress will stand here for ages, but the girls…” The students disappeared in the distance taking away light-hearted laughter with them. 


The citadel of Punhaka, built in 1637 by a lama who came here from Tibet, is located in a very beautiful and strategically important place. That’s in the confluence of two rivers, Motchu and Potchu. “ Motchu “ means Mother River “ and “ Potchu “ – clean river”. One name is of feminine gender, the other – of masculine, everything according to the best oriental canons. The Motchu flows through some sort of “ death valley “ – natural furnace, the loom banks of which imbibe the rays of the sun and heat the air to such an extent that clouds do not form there even during the period of monsoon. In winter Punahka turns into a beautiful paradise shroud on all sides by snowdrifts with bananas growing there very close to those fields of snow. Hidden in the flaring valley, separated on all sides by snowfields and summer floods Punakha makes an impression of being absolutely unapproachable. No one succeeded in conquering Phunakha in a long course of history. Belts 50-metre – high walls gravid away by great many bullets insurmountable. The Bhutani fortifying themselves behind the strong walls of the citadel felt powerful enough to defy Tibet, dukes of Sam and the English in India.


The fire of 1985 caused by that ill- fated oil lamp destroyed part of the woodwork of the dzong. Its reconstruction is now being finished. On entering the newly rebuilt premises you full aghast; Michelangelo could have envied such meticulous work. All the walls and ceilings are painted with untraditional designs. The altar has earthenware sculptures of Buddha and other saints of 5 meters in height, waiting to be covered with gold. The columns ornamented with woodcut look like big candies wrapped in copper plates with dragons engraved on them. It is not allowed to take pictures here for fear lest the photos of sacred images should appear in improper places (meaning toilet/restroom). 


In 1995, a lake near the border of Tibet overfloaded, an enormous wave of water with the strength of tsunami, sweeping away everything on its way hit the wall of the fortress. The “dzong” suffered again, but the town was saved.


While in Bhutan, you start to get a better understanding of the medieval town where artistic creation was considered to be just a handicraft. It is not concealed in museums, it’s created every day, neither an architect, nor a paitercan even think of such a thing like “creating something original”. People here seek for beauty in everyday life, just like we seek for comfort. In our pursuit happiness we forget that beauty is its compulsory ingredient. The eye has nothing to feast on where understanding of “ comfortability” and “ functionality” has ousted beauty and naturally.  


The trip to Bhutan was coming to an end. There were clearly 150 km left to the border of India, which were promising to be a boring, 2-hour descent. But it turned into an 8-hour-length serpentine of horror. The beginning was quiet: the jungle, the waterfalls, and the monkeys in the afternoon the travelling conditions suddenly changed for the worse. We were going at 2 km height and a continuous heavy rain at instances, the fog was so thick that you could hardly see anything and heavy freight trucks a head didn’t trouble to struck on the headlights. The foot of the slope at instances was hardly visible. If the visibility had been good we would have been stunned by the beauty of the scenery around. Now we were stunned by the condition of the road. I have driven on various roads in Nepal and India, some of them were bad, others very bad, but here we encountered continuous cascades of landslides, even freestones. Some stones were still, scattered on the road, others were menacingly hanging overhead. At first it was scary, but at the same time exciting. What do some landslides, with the monsoon having just swept by mean? Big deal! But they continued for miles on end. At moments they were so huge that in the fog you could see neither the foot of the slope nor the end of the landslide. You start feeling as if you were hung somewhere in the space. It seems that even walking on tiptoe would be threatening enough, but here we are, going in a car, and, to crown it all, some car is approaching ahead. The amount of adrenaline exuded makes you feel as though the wings were about to grow. Everything depended on “ the word of honor “ and on god’s will. Slowly we started to descend, the sun came out, but at the height of 1km there were clouds and landslides again. It seemed as though that would never end, but that did, and at long last we approached the sign: “ Welcome to India “ and a bigger one against a red background “ Be careful! You arrived to the zone of malaria. Look out for mosquito biting! “ Finally we are through with the adventures and again we are in for adventures by the name of INDIA.

· This is a land of dreams and romance, unheard wealth and unseen poverty, mansions and shacks. Famine and plague, spirit and Aladdin’s lanterns, tigers and elephants, cobras and jungles; the land of hundreds of nations and languages, thousands of religions and millions of gods….” ( Mark Twain ).
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