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Send in the clowns: People having fun at the Paro Festival. protos srvanrernanoez

BRYAN FERNANDEZ IN BHUTAN
features@mediacorp.com.sg

- appiness Is A Place. At
least that’s+- official slo-
gan of the Tourism Coun-
cil of Bhutan; and I was
determined to find out if
it was merely hype and a clever mar-
keting gimmick or truly a way of life
in Bhutan.

_~

service agent waving the planes off is
dressed in a traditional costume —
basically everyone is.

Here’s what we know about the
country: It is landlocked and located
along the eastern end of the Himala-
yas and flanked by both China and In-
dia. It is relatively small in terms of its
population (about 750,000) but its land
space is roughly 38,000 sq km (about
50 times larger than Singapore). It gets

Bhutan is also popular for its Gross
National Happiness (GNH) policy: It
measures the nation’s success not by
GDP but by the well-being of its peo-
ple. Bhutan is sometimes referred to as
the last Shangri-La, because it is said
to be relatively untouched by modern
culture and western influence.

There are some things to note be-
fore you fly off to Bhutan for a holiday.
Firstly, you have to fly by Druk Air
which currently has two flights from

As soon as you land at Paro air- approximately 50,000 international » This trip was Singapore to Paro a week. Secondly,
port, you know you're in for something  visitors ayear (that'sabout thenumber madepossibleby  look for a reputable travel agent that
completely different. Even the ramp  of visitors to Sentosa a day). Druk Asia. specialises in Bhutan: He or she will be

« able to sort everything out, including
getting visas and customising an itin-
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ling from town to town; through val-
leys, over mountains and across rivers.
There are no malls, McDonalds, Star-
bucks, cinemas ... nothing that defines

a modern city. There aren’t even any
traffic lights — and hardly any street
signs. If you do see one, it would just
point you in the general direction of
where the next town is. (I asked the lo-
cals how they would arrange to meet
someone or find their way around.
They said they would just deseribe it,
accompany it with a familiar landmark
and find their way, no problem.)

SPIRITUALENCOUNTERS

To fully understand Bhutan though,
you should truly have a basic under-
standing of Buddhism. It permeates
everyday life in Bhutan. The majority
ofits citizens are Buddhist and it is ev-
ident when you look around. Buddhist
culture has penetrated into every as-
pect of their lives. Colourful prayer
flags and prayer wheels and stupas
(structures containing Buddhist rel-
ics) can be seen all around.

The lines between myth and leg-
end are blurred. Listening to some
of the stories made me feel like I was
travelling through the pages of Jour-
ney To The West. One of the first
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Bhutanese architecture.

sacred sights we visited was Chimi
Lhakhang, or “the temple of the di-
vine madman”, According to legend,
Drukpa Kunley, aka the Divine Mad-
man, subdued demons with his phal-
lus — which is why you will see images
of giant phalluses adorning the walls
of building exteriors all over Bhutan:
It is said to drive away evil spirits.

The Divine Madman was also
known for his outrageous and often
obscene methods of spreading enlight-
enment to the common man, but he
is eredited by some for creating the
Takin (Bhutan’s national animal) by
taking the head of a goat and placing
it on a cow’s body. Local women visit
the temple to pray for fertility.

As a director/videographer (for
digitalecandymedia.com if you must
know), I'm always on the lookout for
stunning sights. And the one sacred
site that no one should miss — even
if you don't care for Buddhist his-
tory — is Taktshang Monastery, or
the Tiger’'s Nest. The sheer beauty
and magnificence of this monastery
will take your breath away. Built on
the side of a cliff overseeing Paro val-
ley, this dramatic and highly vener-
ated religious site was the highlight
of the trip. But be warned, there are
no roads up this mountain and the
Tiger’s Nest is approximately 10,000
feet above sea level. You may find
yourself trekking for hours just to
get there. Then again, we saw plen-
ty of elderly tourists hoof it without
any problems.

GETDZONG’ED OUT

Nextup was Punakha, the ancient capi-
tal of Bhutan. At the centre of it all is
Punakha Dzong, a stunning example of
Bhutanese architecture. Dzongs once

served as fortresses, housing temples
and courtyards, and were the dis-
trict’s social centre. Today, they func-
tion as administrative offices and house
monks, and tourists come to marvel
at the eraftsmanship and murals that
grace the walls. It is the Bhutanese
equivalent of a medieval city. Trongsa
Dzong has a watchtower that hasbeen
converted into a museum that narrates
its history and that of the royal Wang-
chuck dynasty.

But if you want an interesting
night out, then head to the town of
Bumthang in central Bhutan. It is
a long drive there, but you’ll be re-
warded at the end of it. We went to
a drayang, where girls in tradition-
al costumes go on stage to dance to
modern music (I kid you not). Next, we
went to a club called Pulse. This was
quite the experience. Fifty or so peo-
ple, mostly local farmers and trades-
men, along with a handful of tourists,
were crammed into a small room with
a dance floor, as the DJ played a mix
of Hindi dance and contemporary hits
(Pitbull’s Timber was on high rota-
tion). We warmed ourselves by a bon-
fire outside the club. Drinks cost about
S%2 and it is not just the young ones
who frequent Pulse: I saw a 60-year-
old lady with her daughter seated in a
corner — and they did not look out of
place at all.

Of course, festivals or tshechus
are a big draw for visitors to Bhu-
tan. Paro Festival in particular, is an
annual event that is marked on eve-
ryone’s calendar. Thousands join in
the celebration, with most, if not all,
dressed in traditional outfits — kiras
for women and ghos for men. The fan-
cy ones come in intricate patterns and
are handmade; but they are generally

© CONTINUED ON PAGE 50
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INHIGH
SPIRITS
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cheap and can be bought in the shops
around town. Even the king and queen
grace this event; they are often seen
sitting and chatting with the people,
be they tourists or locals.

The food in Bhutan is pretty deli-
cious and healthy. Just a tip: Look for
restaurants where the locals eat. Bhu-
tan hopes to be the world’s first ful-
ly organic nation. However, if you've
been weaned on Big Maes and Cokes,
be warned: The Bhutanese like their
food really spicy. Hotels pretty much
dish out the same fare as restaurants
but tame the flavours to suit the tour-
ist palette. Chilli cheese or ema dat-
shi is a staple that I quite enjoyed, al-
though I would skip the “tender” beef
— the Bhutanese dry their beef out
so much, it feels like leather. If you're
ever in Thimpu, look out for The Zone.
It's the Hard Rock Cafe of Bhutan and
they serve a mean yak burger. Yeah,
you read that right.

LASTING IMPRESSIONS

While Bhutan is a scenic and spir-
itual destination, I think what really
made it an unforgettable journey is
the people that we met along the way.
The Bhutanese are warm and friend-
ly, and almost everyone speaks Eng-

lish. We were chatting with a local at
a festival and he invited us to join his
family for lunch — they had a picnie
spread and his whole family, from his
grandmother to his nieces and neph-
ews, looked on with glee as we sam-
pled their home-cooked food.

Yes, people are indeed happier in
Bhutan — happy to lead a simple life
and satisfied with what they have but
always mindful of their environment
and the people around them. It never
once cross my mind that the Bhuta-
nese people were backward village
folk (even though they only had tele-
visions since 1999). They are as mod-
ern a society as any that I can think
of (they have iPads and Internet ac-
cess, and they know their pop culture).
They've definitely got their priorities
right as a society.

So is happiness a place? Yes.

It’s a place where your heart and
mind meet to enjoy the simple heau-
ties that this world has to offer.

Farm kids in Bhutan posing for the
camera,




