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36 Bhutan

THE NEXT BEST THING TO BEING THERE
Travel by JOE ENGLANDER

Cover Pholo

“Sammm Walching Shacham" was mode by oo Englonder
ol Thanghi Mani in the provinee of Bumihang, Bhutan
with o Leica B8 and on 80-200 room. There are no roads o
this walled small village deang; accoss (s by foolpath only.
The necessary river crossing is by a handmaode rope and
plank ssspaision bridge, The window construchion amd
decoration is typical of the area: hand-hown, traditionally
decoraled, no wreens, sliding louvers.

Mr. Englander sayvs, "Besides ihe window being o beautiful
example of local archifeciure and custom, the bolance
between Sonam's bood I the lower right with the
Thongka in the upper beft combined with her smooth skin
contrasting with the lexture of the window impelled me o
make the image.™




L i e

TRAVEL

BHUTAN

with Joe Englander

his is not an unbiased report about
T.| l:-|.||-|' that is diflic ult to Ret fo,
difficult (o get into, and difficult to gel
around, though it is all of that. This is
a wtoey alsvul the most wonderhal |I]|L-I i
in the world: Shangri La. also known
Az Bhutlan

Bhutan is the last i||-|1|."|:ll"'|1-|j":||
Himalavan Buddhist country in the
world, The others have bean swal-
I||'|||r'll Lup .\.||:E |:!III";||.|‘!|'|| ||'|. ]“I'.IIII'\

and Chinese,

When most people describe what

||||':| think Tilet is like, they ane

describing Bhutan. In fact, Bhutan has

been the Hollyvwood substitute for

Tibet in m fhulan and

Tibet voere brothers bom with the sanee

Y IOV s

genes, the same cullure, the sam
ARCE

wclure, the same meligton. Until
the Chinese. But now there is only tiny
Bhutan, nestled in the mountains
north of India, south of China, cast ol
Nopal. A country the size of Vormont
and Now Hampshine but not as dense-
|:.'|||||||||.||:|'||

Until thie mibel-70s there woren't any
roacls amnd there wesen'l any Wunsis
#liher. When MNehm vigited Bhutan, he
walked. Mountain roads are incrodibiy
difficuli to build by hand. And they ara

o5 1 jally difficull to maintain when

|||-l1, I,'I“Il-\.|| ;.l;'||||.'!|'.:. ENay willh the
vearly Monsoon rmaing, The lack of
pogds is also & kind of mational delense
ane it seems to have kept the Chinoesoe
anel Indizans aul, =0 L

| fsiEra rl'.|||:. is only one roadl
During cerain times of the yvear il goes
from one ond of the country to Uhe
o luirg |'|:||.'|._Ih||';|.||::|:||:|'I timmies of this
vear il does nob. 8 distancd 12 ool

maeasured in miles, but in limde,
AL |||‘|..| L.,,_ |!.|ir_.:-i|| curves and Lind
ilides. For the lecals, it is generally far
quicker 1o walk across the steep val-
lovs thian (o follow the '..'-!II|||I'.'."; ol

around them. Most of what cross-coun-

Giirl knvliting blue material in frond of blue helel in Tasigang. Rhaton

e = e
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Vonks don Tmdifionel spirif m maks inind clodliag e dapcs ol Pupakha Sedrr

Ihifce rJ_f. g iH'i’_r.l!rHH'J al Il'rn'l_,l.iil Taechu

Monk pravs by counting verses on gl of hand
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Monks consider o philosophical point in
the conrfyard of Pare [eong

Young monks with recently shaved
heads af Peneklo Deomrg

iry commarcial traffic exists detours
through India where the roads are, §f
ol bedler, :||.|1:-.'-I|:|' existent. The lack of
roads deters armies of tourists, too, Bul
the quota and daunting daily govern-
mant tarifl alzo help keep tourists out,
Depending on who is doing the count-
ing and on other influences, the num-
bor of people permitted into the coun-
try waries [rom 2500 to 5000 per vear.
Loss people than visit Yellowstone in a
month!

The tariff. or tourist tax, that must
b paid 1o the government bofore visas
can be issund is 5250 per day por por-
gof. There are usually additional lodg-
ing and towr |:IE|-|'t.||!l.|:I' OXELE0E 05 will,
Considering that Americans and
Europeans must literally travel halfway
around the warld, mosl |'ll"|'rt'r' o slay
for more than a few davs, so the
EXpOnses mounnt up g kly and the
number who can afford the price is just
as limited as the number who can
oblain permits lor entry,

Arriving in Bhutan is not the same
as entering it. But even on arrival vou
kniow that this place is different, Whon
[ first visited Bhutlan, the terminal
buildings wore made of compacted din
with slate roofs. Mow they are tradi-
tional in style bul buill of concrate
Monetheless the airport, which is locat-
ed in a narrow river valley of small rice
farms, is where it is because that is the
only place Aal enough o build a rn-
wiy,

The pilot generally warns passen-
gers not 1o be disturbed by his fying.
The mountains are 50 close and equi-
distant on either side that you can soe
the needles on the pine trees. It is the
only approach possible. It is also the
only approach possible because the
King of Bhutan has mandated that visi-
tors must My in at least one direction
on Roval Druk Airlines. But the altor-
native Indian buses from Calcutta or
Darjeeling are 30 onerous that most
chooss to fly both ways. Roval Druk
conmects o Delhi and Bangkok. Tickets
are sold only (o thoss who have visas;
visas are izsued o ||:||.|.:c those who have
tickeis, After all, this is the Far-East
where you must leamn 1o deal calmly
and patiently with apparent contradic-

tion!

Entering Bhutan is like walking
through a mountain forost of Buddhist
prayer ﬂilj.'.:i. Your beel ms if VORr vision
has always boen blurred, even distract-
ed, by bright colors blowing in the
wind, but suddenly you can sec. It is
really like entering Shangri La, where
the blind can soe better than the sighi-
|;'|‘|.

The longer | stay the more | see that
the people are rich in a way that
revieals in mysell a certain poverly. a
paucity of soul. For some this revela-
tion doesn’t happen, for others it hap-
pens when thoy refurn to the land of
material wealth and begin to miss the
place its own Fnu:lpll! call Thie Kingdom
of the Clouds, The Land of the Thunder
[ragon.

Slaying in Bhutan i= like going back
in time. in mone ways than one. Tha
facilities at the best hotels, hatels buailt
for roval guests attending the
Coronalion, ane |:|xl||.:|]]3.' less than ].'HII'I:E
expect al a rundown motel in small
town America. And that's in the major
tourist lown of Punakha and the capi-
tal, Thimphu. Elsowhere private toilet
facilities often don't exist; such show-
ors ms there are, are usually communal,
Beds are generally harder than the car-
peted Mloor. Although Bhutans major
export is hydroolectric power, the oloc:
tricity frequently fails.

The country is essentially agrarian
and salf-sufficient. There are practical
sides to the mandate that requires each
family to own at least five arable acres
to mainiain 4'i'|in:r|.1.|1:i'|:|. The country
continues to have the ithiﬁt?" to Fempel
EVETyandG |‘|1lri|1:.=I bad times, and it has
forced an accopiance of birth control [if
you have o0 many children in order
for cach to have five acres, some won't
e citizens).

On all sides Bhutan is surrounded
by countrics that dont practice any
birth control, by countries teeming
with growing populations, by countries
stripping  their land of natural
resources, by countries littered with
the detritus of western commercialism:
vet it has managed to avold overcrowd-
ing amil oxcessive population growth,
copserving (s resources, and placing



Mownbirin foresd of prayoer flags of Kerd Lo Poss

Young mronk slfudving by window
flgﬁf i ]"ru.'n'_gnru:' Drong

Takar Mrong. known as fhe White Bird., o Bomibong rogion
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Mank crasses
i coirrtyiord
i Toshigoemg
eong

Giirls in ireditional silk Kiras of Wangdiphodrang Festival

Monks offering provers and music with druos and horns in Dra Dzong

massive amounts of land into National
Parks and Presorves.

An agrarian sociely works hard, wsu-
ally 24/7. So roligious festivals, festivals
of harvest and of memory, take on even
monr importance as they are the only
days many Bhutanese spend away from
their land.

To say the festivals are colorfil is as
much an understatement as o say
Bhutan is spiritual. The people come to
the dzong. a combination medieval
fortress and monastery at the hoart of
every major village or town, dressod in
thoir finest; the monks perform reli-
glous dances and act oul folk stories full
of demons and angols.

While most of the younger gonera-
tions have schooling, most of the elders
do nod. To theze elders, the dances and
stoglos ano |~|!||il..|'|u|11 o animating aral
history and mythology. Many elders
believe that by paving close attention to
the spirit dances in this life, they will
learn 1o recognize and thus not be mis-
beacd by vl sphrits in the afterlifo. It isa
privilege to be allowed to watch reli-
gious and traditional ceremonies that
ame nol being staged for tourists, I8 is
plso a cherished privilege o be wael-
comed into & land =0 |:||:I!|-r]:|.' il.it[l-r-'rll.
so absolutaly wonderful. a place whone
vizual |u-.|1|.|:c and h_l:-ir'i'.ll..ll beauly ame
||a..---|-.|r.1ln‘.--.

The drukpa word for mountain pass
i® “la.” | have baan I|1n:-||:..:|‘| Many rsses
in Bhutan., Dochu La. Pele La,
Shelihang La, Trumsing La, but the one
] |||l,'|.'.'|:|."\1 remember is the one that first
took me o Bhutan, Shangri La.

Jor Englander makes his hoame mear
Austin, Texas, but spends most of the
year froveling to make pholographs
Joe's traveling schedule for 2000 will
orce again take him around the world,
He will be leading workshops in Alaska,
Washingten, Wyoeming, Montana,
Texeas, aly, Switzerfond, Germony,
France, Spain, Partugal, Secotlmmd,
China, Thailand, Indin, and of course,
Bhutan. He can be reached ail jenglan
r|'--r|'.i'ﬂ_-,;.lruu!r'r- W rl:]-..hn'ullu.h Ca .
SI13/335-0427. PO Bax 203252, Auslin,
TX 78720, =



Chorten with
privver flogs in
mowrioiy pass

abave Funakloe

Dance of Terrifving Meties, Wangdiphodrong Teecha

Dance of the
Merees Gean Drug
Pawos af Wamgedi
Phodrang Teeche
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