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[image: ]Heather McNeice was born in Northern Ireland and moved to Australia in 2006. She is a practising lawyer based in Noosa and is married with three children. Heather has long been captivated by Bhutan. On her first trip there in 2010, she was inspired  to support a girls’ education program established by Bhutanese organisation RENEW. She continues her support for this program by returning to Bhutan every year to lead small-group fundraising treks. Yak on Track is her first book.
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PRAISE FOR YAK ON TRACK


‘Heather McNeice’s vivid prose brings alive the Bhutan I knew when I travelled there almost twenty years ago. Her observations  and experiences are enthralling and her story is filled with gripping episodes and tremendous humour. The dazzling  country of Bhutan, the Kingdom of the Thunder Dragon,  gleams off the page; richly rewarding to read,  Yak on Track made  me yearn to travel back to that fabled land. A delight.’


Joanna Lumley


‘Heather McNeice’s magical book,  Yak on Track, is a glorious  throwback to the great age of intrepid travel. Beautifully  written, sensitive and insightful, it’s a work  that’s sure to become a classic.’


Tahir Shah, journalist, documentary maker, and author of  	 The Caliph’s House,   In Arabian Nights and  Paris Syndrome


‘Heather has a rare ability to take the reader with her as she  strides fearlessly into wild, forbidding landscapes. A  gifted writer, she beautifully and respectfully shares  this mythical, magical country.  An inspiring read.’


Dr Bunty Avieson, author of   Baby in a Backpack to Bhutan  and  Dragon’s Voice: How modern media found Bhutan


‘Heather’s warm, witty and sharply observant book rekindles the  joy of gazing on the world from a mountain top or high altitude  pass in the Himalaya. It will bring a glow to the heart of anyone  who has travelled in those mighty mountains or who hopes to do  so. It is a reminder of the pleasure of life that comes after a little  deprivation but also of how, with the passage of time after the  event, the most important memory is of the people.


Greg Mortimer OAM, member of first Australian  team to climb Mt Everest, and AHF director


‘As a writer Heather has that wonderful gift of transporting  you from your busy urban life to the wild and remote mountain  trails of Bhutan. We won’t all have the chance to camp with  nomadic yak herders at high altitude or set our days by Bhutan  Stretchable Time but by sharing her extraordinary story with  us, Heather gives everyone the chance to experience it.’


Carolyn Hamer-Smith, CEO,  Australian Himalayan Foundation


‘Heather is a natural storyteller.  Yak on Track is a great yarn,  part memoir, part travel guide, a really enjoyable read.’


Jono Lineen, curator and author of   Into the Heart of the Himalayas
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Foreword


by Her Majesty Gyalyum Sangay 
Choden Wangchuck 





The Lunana plateau is Bhutan’s largest stretch of wilderness. Every year, a small group of hardy trekkers attempt to cross it. Some make it, but many do not. Those who do are rewarded with a spectacular experience among towering Himalayan peaks and a glimpse of the lifestyle of the semi-nomadic herders who call Lunana home.


Heather’s account of her trek through Lunana captures the rugged beauty of our country, its traditions and people. Her many visits to Bhutan over a number of years contribute greatly to her understanding and respect for our unique culture and way of life.


With humour and determination, Heather shares her journey that involves both physical and emotional challenges, in an environment that is far removed from her life back home. 


The backstory to the trek is Heather’s unwavering support through the Australian Himalayan Foundation for RENEW, a non-governmental organisation that focuses on assisting survivors of domestic violence, as well as providing scholarships to allow students in need, from the remotest corners of the country, to go to school. RENEW relies mostly on its international friends and supporters, like Heather and her trekking companion, Krista, and the Australian Himalayan Foundation.


I first met Heather and Krista in Sydney, in 2014, and in Thimphu, in 2015. I enjoyed hearing stories of their adventures in Bhutan and their fundraising efforts on behalf of RENEW. It has been wonderful to see the ongoing support that both have given us over many years as well as their commitment to enriching the lives of some of Bhutan’s most disadvantaged students. 


Bhutan is changing rapidly and outside influences are impacting our tiny nation as never before. But some of our unique charms will endure, attracting international tourists to visit our country. Some,  like Heather, have manifested their love of Bhutan by making a difference to the lives of its people, for which we are grateful. Yak on Track is her inspirational story.
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Her Majesty Gyalyum Sangay Choden Wangchuck


Queen Mother of Bhutan


Founder and President of RENEW





							



To Graeme, Molly, Robbie and Catherine
With love
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Prologue


‘That isn’t the pass, is it, Norbu?’


In a cradle below us, an oval-shaped lake appeared jet-black, its waters reflecting the heavy, suffocating sky. On the other side of a wide snowfield another impossibly steep slope disappeared into the low cloud. At an altitude of almost 5000 metres, it was going to be a tough climb in thin, cold air and deepening snow.


‘Yes, that is the Saga La.’ 


My heart sank. ‘How are we ever going to get up there? Not to mention the horses.’


‘You will be okay,’ Norbu replied.


I felt ill.


We snaked around until we reached the slope immediately below the Saga La, the pass barely visible through the gloom. A sudden noise, like the crack of a whip followed by a boom, rang out. Up high, a block of snow lost its grip on the ancient rock. Hastened by gravity, it barrelled down the mountain, gathering momentum and sending up a plume of spindrift in its wake. The avalanche was far enough away that we were not in any immediate danger. Still, it was unnerving. I scanned the slopes anxiously and glanced at the others. Any concerns went unspoken. 


More muffled rumbles signalled distant falls. I was emotionally and physically exhausted. Where were we? And where were we supposed to be? And how long before we got to where we were supposed to be?


Another stop behind the horses. I leaned hard into the slope to avoid sliding down the mountain. The snow was up to my knees and the horses were, quite literally, out of their depth. They were spread out in a long line but had come to a halt behind a jutting outcrop of rock that reduced the width of the ledge to a narrow strip. The horsemen were patiently trying to coax the terrified animals around it. Suddenly, one of the horses near the front skidded, his back legs scrabbling furiously to find solid ground. But the snow was too deep and too slippery and the horse had no grip. It slid a few metres down the slope, as several of the crew rushed to stop it tumbling further. They stood downhill from the trembling horse, hands on its rump and sides, heaving it slowly back up towards the ledge. 


My stomach churned. I couldn’t bear to see any of the horses injured. 


More selfishly, I worried about the night ahead: if the horses couldn’t get over this pass with all our gear, we had a major problem. 





							



Arrival


Approaching the only international airport in Bhutan, the Drukair plane suddenly dropped into a steep-sided valley, surrounded by towering mountains. Forested slopes, plunging ravines and a chequerboard of terraced fields fell away below us. Narrow trails twisted through dense vegetation, the age-old highways of this mountain kingdom. 


The plane banked steeply. 


‘Look! We’re level with the farmhouses!’ Krista, my travelling buddy, exclaimed, pointing to a smattering of sturdy whitewashed homes, perched on incredible inclines. ‘This landing is done on Visual Flight Rules.’


‘What does that mean?’ I asked.


‘It means the landing can only be done in clear weather and the pilot relies on what he can see, rather than instruments. Except he can’t see Paro runway until we come around this last ridge,’ she added.


Krista had a pilot’s licence and understood more than most why Paro airport had the dubious honour of being one of the most dangerous landings in the world. I was glad when we were safely on the ground. 


Across the runway, the terminal building looked more like an ancient fortress than a functioning airport. Soaring mountains rose around us.


We arrived on a bright, sunny October morning. Twenty minutes after landing, Krista and I were outside the airport, in search of our guide. 


Leaving the international airport in Bhutan was a civilised experience. There was none of the chaotic traffic, blaring horns or jostling touts common to many Asian city airports. Instead, the Bhutanese tour guides, clutching signs announcing their guests’ names, stood in an orderly line at the doorway. Behind them, a procession of neatly parked SUVs and minibuses awaited. Everything was calm and well ordered. Tshering Norbu didn’t need a sign displaying his guests’ names. He surged forward to greet us with a friendly hug, dispensing with the usual Bhutanese two-handed handshake. 


‘Great to see you both again!’ 


‘And you, Norbu. And you’re on time!’ I joked. 


The previous year we had been the only guests left standing, forlornly, at the airport, when Norbu had been late picking us up. 


Norbu had been my guide every year, since my first visit to Bhutan in 2010 with my daughter, Molly. Then, he had introduced himself as Tshering. When I returned in 2011, he was still Tshering. But by 2012 he had decided there were too many Tsherings and, from then on, he would be Norbu. Now, in 2013, he was still Norbu, though his name badge said ‘Tshering’. No change, he explained, he had simply lost his ‘Norbu’ badge. 


The Bhutanese were very relaxed when it came to names. In much of the country there was no distinction between first and family names, even though most people had two names which could be used interchangeably, and, with a few exceptions, for both men and women. Babies were often taken to monasteries and presented to a senior monk, who would decide on a name from the limited options – apparently there were only about sixty names in use – and so many people ended up with the same name. To clear up any confusion, other identifying factors were brought to bear, such as ‘Tshering Norbu from Paro who works as a guide’ or ‘Tshering Norbu from Thimphu who owns the petrol station’. It must have made for an interesting telephone directory.


In the carpark, Norbu introduced us to Dorji, our driver for the next couple of days. Norbu and Dorji both looked immaculate in their ghos, the traditional Bhutanese attire for men. A little like a dressing-gown, it was made from plain, checked or striped wool or silk and had long, wide sleeves with starched cuffs in crisp white. Hitched up to knee-height by a belt, called a kera, it was complemented by knee-length socks and smart black shoes. 


As Krista and I settled into the back of the car, we caught up on news of our families.


‘How is Bum Molly?’ Norbu asked. 


‘Bum Molly is really well,’ I said, remembering how Molly had been less than delighted to see her name with the title ‘Bum’ on the front page of our itinerary. She had not been won over by the fact it was printed beautifully on local handcrafted paper, made from the bark of the daphne plant. Nor had Norbu’s explanation, that the Bhutanese term for ‘miss’ is pronounced ‘boom’, helped her see the funny side.


How thrilled I’d felt to be in Bhutan for the first time. But that had been a relaxed seven-day trip, being driven around, staying in comfortable lodges, with the occasional short day walk to stretch our legs. Now, three years later, I was about to embark on a 240-kilometre trek, most of it at an altitude of between 4000 and 5000 metres. I had never spent an extended period at altitudes of over 4000 metres, our highest pass would be above 5300 metres and living at sea level didn’t allow much scope for acclimatisation. A knot of anxiety tightened in my stomach. So much could go wrong. Was I totally out of my depth? Krista was super fit, six foot tall, and took one step for every two of mine. I wasn’t sure if I would be able to keep up. With just the two of us, I didn’t want to be lagging an hour behind her. 


I had never been sporty as a child and I didn’t really enjoy hiking until I spent six months in South America in my early twenties.  A few days after leaving London, I set off with Graeme, then my boyfriend, now my husband, from Mérida in Venezuela to hike in the Andes. I learned the importance of pre-trek training the hard way, when my legs seized up on the second morning. 


To stifle my increasing anxiety, I focused on something less troubling.


‘Norbu, how many varieties of rhododendron are there in Bhutan now?’


‘I am no longer talking of rhododendrons,’ he replied matter-of-factly. 


Rhododendrons grew throughout Bhutan, and any self-respecting Bhutanese guide could speak knowledgeably about the many different species. Since I’d met Norbu, he had often referred to these national treasures, announcing grandly, ‘Here in the Kingdom of Bhutan, we have X number of species of rhododendron.’ Except X was a very fluid number, seeming to increase or decrease according to his whim. He was always a bit vague, too, when pressed on the finer details of Bhutan’s rhododendron stock. After I’d teased him mercilessly about his sketchy botanical knowledge the previous year, he had declared that he would never again talk to guests about these native Himalayan flowers.


‘Forty-eight?’ I suggested. Just a few months earlier, I had emailed Norbu an article from Kuensel, Bhutan’s daily newspaper, reporting that with the recent discovery of two new species, the official count was forty-eight. He hadn’t replied to my email. 


‘Oh, come on, Norbu, you know we love hearing about your rhododendrons.’


He smiled, but refused to rise to the bait. 


Still, it was enough of a distraction. By the time we pulled into Paro, all thoughts of collapsing from altitude exhaustion had been banished by the tally of Bhutan’s flourishing species of flora. 





							



The school that
started it all


Bhutan had been on my bucket list for a while. But it always seemed too hard: three children, my work as a solicitor, moving continents. Life just got in the way. Plus, Bhutan was difficult to get to, relatively expensive, and you couldn’t just turn up and do your own thing. All tourists had to be accompanied by a licensed Bhutanese guide and follow a pre-approved itinerary, which required a bit of advance planning. Finally, in 2009, the time had come. I organised a trip for early 2010. And, with no other willing travelling companion, I decided to take Molly, the eldest of my three children. She was eleven, and probably a little too young for hard-core hiking and lengthy talks on Buddhism, but I took her anyway. She has never been back. I have returned every year. 


Molly and I travelled east from Paro over the Black Mountains, which form a natural boundary between western and central Bhutan. Our destination was the Phobjikha Valley: a beautiful, wide-bottomed glacial valley, overlooked by Gangtey Monastery. There, on a day hike through the valley, we chanced upon Phobjikha Primary School and I asked Norbu if we could pop in. I’d grown up with education, at home and at school. My dad had been a headmaster, and full-time teacher, at a four-teacher school in rural Northern Ireland. In a small school like his, there were no support staff. My mum was unofficial school secretary, helping in the evenings and weekends by typing up lessons and duplicating work sheets, in the days before photocopiers. I often joined in, winding the handle of the ancient duplicator machine, which clanked with each turn and spat out pages that were often blurred and never quite aligned. Although I chose law as a profession, schools were in my blood and I was keen to see education Bhutan-style. 


Classes had just finished for the day. Excited schoolchildren, in traditional dress and bright-red rubber boots, spilled out of the low-set building to start their journey home on foot. There were no school buses in Phobjikha. Norbu told us that for many of these children home was a couple of hours’ walk away. 


A rustic, wooden stile brought us into the schoolyard, a dusty enclosure with a few patches of short, scrubby grass. The small, single-storey building, the colour of alabaster, stood out against the dark green of the forested hills behind it. It was embellished with auspicious symbols in russet and yellow, and a wooden verandah ran the length of the classrooms. 


Primary-aged students were milling around, gossiping, playing chasey, throwing schoolbags. Like students everywhere. Three girls, aged about nine or ten, came charging over to us, whispering conspiratorially to each other, hands clasped over their mouths to suppress their giggles. 


‘Kuzuzangpo la,’ I ventured. 


‘Hello’ in Bhutanese had to be one of the most unwieldy greetings in the world and I was struggling with my pronunciation. My attempt made them giggle even more. A reluctant spokesperson was shoved forward. 


‘Good afternoon, madam. My name is Nima. What is your name?’


‘My name is Heather. And this is Molly, my daughter. How old are you?’ 


‘I am eleven years old, madam.’


‘The same age as Molly. Could we see your classroom?’ I asked. 


More giggling. 


‘This way, madam.’ Nima ushered us over to the school building, accompanied by her small entourage. I peered through the doorway into the classroom. The floor was rough wooden planks; paint peeled from the walls. A scratched blackboard at the front. Simple wooden desks and chairs. A set of lopsided shelves, only just clinging to the wall, displayed a small collection of curly-edged books. The contrast with Molly’s school in Australia was stark.


Warming to her role as official escort, Nima proudly showed us around the school, as her friends drifted back to their game. A hand-written, framed sign hung above one classroom door: ‘Gross National Happiness is for [sic] more important than Gross Domestic Product.’ ‘GNH’, as it is referred to in Bhutan, was first mooted by the Fourth King, His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck, in the 1970s as a measure of the nation’s wellbeing. It has become the cornerstone of Bhutanese government policy, promoting sustainable development by balancing economic gain and spiritual beliefs. 


On an outside wall, a well-worn blackboard kept students up to date with important news. That day there were two announcements: the Fifth King had attended the Paro tsechu (festival); and a four-year-old had been bitten by a rabid dog in Phuntsholing, on the southern border. 


The afternoon was wearing on and students were starting to make their way home. It was time for us to go. I didn’t realise it then, but a seed had been sown.


At the end of our trip I gave Norbu a goodbye hug and told him I would see him the following year – the parting words of travellers across the globe, who leave with heartfelt promises to return, never to be seen again. No doubt Norbu thought he’d seen the last of me. But my promise was not a flippant one. Inspired by my timid day hikes with Molly and the little school in Phobjikha, I embarked on what soon became an annual trekking trip to Bhutan, in support of a girls’ education program. 





							



The Road
Less Travelled


Krista is from Las Vegas but had been living in Noosa, in Queensland, my home since 2006. We were introduced not long after her arrival by a mutual friend, Susie, who invited her to join us on a training hike for that year’s Bhutan trip. It was fitting that we should meet on a mountain, even if nearby Mount Coolum only reached the dizzying heights of 208 metres above sea level and hardly deserved to be called a mountain. But as we chatted during the climb, reaching the top together when the others were only half way up, I realised I’d found someone who shared my love of the outdoors and who, like me, didn’t like to dawdle. We arranged to meet for another hike a few days later and, since then, we’ve had many adventures together, often involving trekking, mountains and margaritas. 


Along with Susie and her brother, Krista had joined me on a week-long trek in 2012 to the base of Mount Jhomolhari, Bhutan’s most sacred peak. We had made the trek a focus for raising funds for girls’ education in Bhutan and, at the end of it, had decided we would return the following year. Now it was just the two of us, keen to push ourselves a bit harder. We would begin our journey in Paro town, then visit Tiger’s Nest, Bhutan’s most famous monastery, before a brief stop in Thimphu, Bhutan’s capital, en route to its former capital of Punakha. Finally we would make our way to Gasa, where we would start the trek. 


As a successful entrepreneur, Krista excels at seeing the ‘big picture’ whereas details are my forte. Krista had been happy to leave most of the logistics of the trip to me and I wasn’t sure I’d shared with her a question posed by Bart Jordans in his book, Bhutan: A Trekker’s Guide.


‘Have I told you what Bart Jordans says about the trek?’ I asked, flicking through the guidebook to find the summary. ‘Here it is.’


‘So why is the Lunana trek one of the most difficult in the world, with only a 50 per cent success rate? It comes down to a combination of factors: weather and snow conditions; having to cross several high passes; camping at high altitude; long days with very great distances to cover; the remoteness of the area; physical demands of altitude and duration; the need to start with a demanding section.’


I waited for her reaction.


‘No, you hadn’t told me,’ Krista said, smiling. ‘But if you had, I would still have come.’


It was a daunting description. Although tourist numbers in Bhutan were increasing every year, the majority followed a sedate cultural itinerary, on a well-worn path through the west of the country. Only a small percentage headed off into the mountains to trek. Of those, an even smaller number, probably no more than one hundred, found themselves in Lunana, looking up at the 7127 metre summit of Teri Kang. In the northern autumn of 2013, Krista and I were among those privileged few. 


Until the last century, aside from a couple of European missionaries and some British military personnel, few Westerners had set foot inside Bhutan’s borders. Visiting the tiny country in 1783, Captain Samuel Turner of the East India Company remarked that ‘The Booteeas cannot possibly have a better security than in such a chain of inaccessible mountains and in the barrenness of their frontier.’ More than two hundred years later, the geography remained unchanged: separated from India, to the south, by impenetrable jungle, and from China, to the north, by the soaring glaciated peaks of the world’s highest mountain range, the Great Himalayas. The politics had, however, moved on.


Although just sixty years ago there was minimal foreign influence in Bhutan, that changed with the reign of the Third King, His Majesty Jigme Dorji Wangchuck. Often referred to as the ‘Father of Modern Bhutan’, he succeeded his father as king in 1952, at a time of great political upheaval in the region, and set about bringing his undeveloped nation into the twentieth century. It was no small feat. He abolished serfdom, set up the first National Assembly and introduced a nationwide education system; previously education had been available only to monks and the upper echelons of Bhutanese society. In close collaboration with India, he kickstarted development and road-building programs. By the early 1970s, a new monetary system had been introduced, replacing the age-old practice of bartering. At the same time, the reclusive country took its first tentative steps onto the world stage, joining the United Nations. Despite the Third King’s untimely death, at forty-three, his reign marked a series of new beginnings. 


The coronation of the Fourth King, in 1974, saw the first trickle of foreign visitors to Bhutan. From just a handful, who came by royal invitation, tourist numbers have increased dramatically. Yet many parts of Bhutan remain largely unexplored. 


To its people, Bhutan was Druk Yul: Land of the Thunder Dragon. Like many other aspects of life in Bhutan, the name of the country itself was intrinsically linked with ancient Buddhist mythology. Legend had it that Tsangpa Gyare Yeshe Dorje, a revered twelfth-century Tibetan Buddhist master, set out with his disciples to build a monastery in western Tibet. There they saw nine roaring dragons (druk) rise from the ground and took this to be an auspicious sign. They called their branch of Buddhism ‘Drukpa’. When the Drukpa sect of Buddhism became the state religion of Bhutan in the seventeenth century, the country adopted the name Druk Yul. 


Buddhism has been practised for centuries by the majority of Bhutanese, in this last remaining Himalayan Buddhist kingdom. Bhutan is the only country where the Tantric form of Mahayana Buddhism exists as the official religion. The Bhutanese celebrate their faith with quiet devotion as they go about their daily business. Most homes have a small altar room, where families begin and end the day in worship. The universal offering of water, presented in seven bowls, is made just before sunrise and again before sunset. The monasteries of Bhutan are home to vibrant communities of monks, who continue to play an active role in society. Temples take pride of place in every village. Religious monuments, paintings and prayer flags are scattered across the landscape, even in the most out-of-the-way places. More than just a religion, Buddhism is woven into the national psyche, permeating all aspects of everyday life. As we pulled out of the airport, the miniature prayer wheel on the dashboard turned hypnotically, each spin releasing the prayers printed on scrolls inside it. 





							



Paro Town


Our first stop was Paro, a small, pretty town, just a few minutes’ drive from the airport. The traditional buildings of the main street housed old-fashioned shops on the lower level. With wood panelling and carved wooden window frames, they reminded me of the half-timbered Tudor buildings of medieval England. Inside, food, household goods, hardware and clothes were piled up higgledy-piggledy. Discreet blue signs over the doorways announced the name of the proprietor and gave a vague indication of what was on offer: everything from ‘garments’ to ‘meat’ and the intriguing ‘shop cum bar’. No billboards, no neon, no McDonald’s, no Starbucks. 


There was no hustle or bustle. Bhutanese guides and their foreign guests sauntered down the street. A couple of Western tourists, dressed head to toe in beige walking gear and matching wide-brimmed hats, looked as though they had stepped off the set of Out of Africa. Children chatted and laughed, pushing each other off the high pavement. Graceful ladies swept in and out of shops in floor-length kiras. The female equivalent of the gho, the kira, a rectangular piece of fabric, was woven from wool or silk, often with geometric patterns in bright colours. It was cinched at the waist with a tight belt and pinned at the shoulders with ornate brooches called koma. The outfit was finished off with a   wonju, a brightly coloured silk blouse, and a short jacket called a   toego. 


At a wooden-shuttered window, a shopkeeper rested her chin in her hands, her elbows on the counter, watching the world go by. A monk, his crimson robes swirling around sandalled feet, brought together the old and the new: as he passed his prayer beads methodically through the fingers of one hand, he chatted into his mobile phone in the other. Above him, strings of shiny scarlet chillies hung in curtains from the upper storeys, drying in the sun. Curling strips of chewy yak meat, draped over a cord between two railings, spun in the breeze. 


Nearby, an old lady sat hunched on a tattered piece of carpet, next to a straw basket full of little parcels of betel nut. Her red-stained teeth matched her lips. Chewing betel nut, known as   doma, was a national pastime in Bhutan, as in many parts of Asia. It was one of the country’s least attractive traditions. Betel nut, the fruit of the areca palm, was ground up and wrapped in a betel leaf with a dash of lime, then chewed until it disintegrated. It acted as a mild stimulant but was disastrous for dental hygiene, leaving teeth and lips stained scarlet. It was also understood to cause oral cancer. Undeterred by its unpleasant, potent smell, men and women alike chewed it continuously and then spat out the excess saliva, leaving the ground splattered in blood-red stains. This elderly purveyor of Bhutan’s favourite stimulant was doing a roaring trade, with several young men stopping to buy her little sachets of betel nut, unfazed by her toothy display of the consequences.


We wandered along the main street, and then to the southern end of Paro town, where five identical   chortens, easily the height of a three-storey building, stood in memory of the First King of Bhutan.   Chortens, or stupas, are sacred Buddhist monuments made of whitewashed stone. The Bhutanese style is square-based and painted white, with a red band under the roof. Containing sacred relics or holy artefacts, they are often built to commemorate significant people or events, or to guard against evil spirits. They are found throughout Bhutan and tradition dictates that they only be passed in a clockwise direction. 


Behind us, the seventeenth-century Rinpung Dzong, the setting for much of Bertolucci’s film   Little Buddha, rose majestically from the banks of the Paro river.   Dzongs are colossal fortresses that preside over most of the principal valleys in Bhutan. Many were built in the seventeenth century, without plans or drawings. Their layout and design were overseen by senior Buddhist lamas and they stood as a testament to the vision and skill of those early engineers. They were constructed at strategic locations – at the head of a valley, on a mountaintop, at the confluence of two rivers – as strongholds to repel plundering invaders from Tibet, who thought nothing of a jaunt over the mountains to conquer their southern neighbours. These fortified buildings also provided a safe haven for entire villages in times of threat, the residents hiding themselves away in the depths of the   dzong until danger passed. 


Today,   dzongs serve a dual purpose, functioning as both civic administrative centres and monasteries. With the monks’ accommodation at one end and the local government offices at the other, they are separated by the   utse, a central tower.   Dzongs also continue to provide a fitting stage for the spectacular religious festivals that have been held for hundreds of years within their mighty walls. Like its counterparts in Thimphu and Punakha, Paro Dzong was a huge, magnificent building. Krista and I walked on, distracted by a game of archery being played nearby. 


An arrow whirred past at head-height. I barely saw it. From the whooping and hollering a few seconds later, I assumed it hit the distant target. 


Archery, or   dha, was Bhutan’s national sport and often drew large crowds of spectators. Today, there were only a few: a bunch of elderly men sitting opposite us, a row of bare, knobbly knees protruding from underneath their   ghos. 


The team in play stood on a mound of earth at one end of the ground, their opponents at the other, gathered dangerously close to the target: a small wooden board, just 30 centimetres across, with a bull’s eye and concentric coloured rings. Wedged into the ground 145 metres away – more than twice the Olympic distance – it seemed impossibly far. Yet the strike rate was impressive. A series of successful hits led to an eruption of cheering, followed by a traditional song and celebratory victory dance – well, more shuffle than dance. The archers formed a semicircle, stepping forwards and backwards in casual unison. 


There was none of the quiet, gentlemanly respect that accompanied archery elsewhere in the world. Instead, when one team was shooting, the opposition did their best to distract them with persistent, loud heckling. Norbu explained that the opposing team traditionally poked fun and shouted rude, often lewd comments, to disturb the player’s concentration. As the day wore on, and more alcohol was consumed, the banter became more raucous and was as entertaining for the audience as the archery itself. If only I could understand the language. Norbu translated from time to time but I suspected we were given a sanitised synopsis so as not to offend our delicate foreign sensibilities. 


From the archery ground, Dorji drove us back through Paro town and along the road that followed the river, fringed by an avenue of graceful willow trees. The valley was green and lush, the result of the generous monsoon that the Bhutanese believed finished each year on Blessed Rainy Day, 23 September. Though maybe not every year. 


High on a cliff above the valley, we caught a glimpse of Taktsang Monastery, perched on its mountain eyrie. We planned to visit it in the morning, before continuing our drive east to Gasa and the start of the trek. But first, it was time to catch up on some much-needed sleep. 





							



Tiger’s Nest 


They clung like limpets to the sheer rock wall. Eight hundred metres above the valley floor, the buildings of Taktsang Monastery looked like tiny doll’s houses. Known as Tiger’s Nest, or sometimes Tiger’s Lair, Taktsang is the iconic image of Bhutan: whitewashed buildings, with red and gold roofs and gilt spires, squeezed onto tiny ledges on the side of a deep gorge, hemmed in by forests of blue pine. 


Most religious sites in Bhutan are associated with myths and miracles, and Tiger’s Nest is no exception. It was built in honour of Guru Rinpoche, a historical figure often referred to as the Second Buddha or Padmasambhava, who is credited with bringing Buddhism to Bhutan in the eighth century. Beyond that, the lines between fact and fiction blur. He is said to have been born as an eight-year-old from a lotus flower in Lake Dhanakosha, in what is now Pakistan, and had the ability to appear in eight different guises, which are often represented in temples built in his honour. According to Buddhist tradition, he turned his consort, Yeshe Tsogyal, into a tigress and flew on her back from Tibet, landing on a cliff face high above the Paro Valley. There, in his wrathful manifestation as Dorje Drolo, he subdued a local demon before meditating in a cave for three months. Tiger’s Nest monastery, named after the flying tigress, was first built in 1692 around Guru Rinpoche’s meditation cave, although it was devastated by fire more than once, most recently in 1998, when the main monastery and many sacred relics were destroyed. It was completely restored to its former glory and re-consecrated in 2005. A hot contender for the title of most breathtaking monastery in the world, it remains one of Bhutan’s most sacred sites.


From our lodge, it was a short drive to the carpark below Tiger’s Nest and the end of the road. We looked up at the granite cliffs, where the monastery teetered high above us. From below, it seemed impossible that we might ever reach it. Without the help of a flying tigress, the only way to get to Tiger’s Nest was by a steep climb on a twisting, rocky path. 


We passed a ragtag collection of riding ponies, dozing under the trees. On the trail, we sympathised with those unlucky enough to be hired to carry unfit tourists, at least part-way, to the monastery. Several seemed to sag under the weight of their riders and were being dragged along by their keepers. 


We weaved our way slowly uphill, through a thick forest of pine and cypress, the uneven trail doubling back on itself in continuous switchbacks. Although an important fixture on all but the most fleeting of tourist itineraries, Tiger’s Nest was, first and foremost, a pilgrimage site. Pious pilgrims from across Bhutan, as well as further afield, slogged up the trail to worship at this sacred Buddhist monastery. 


About a third of the way up, a single giant prayer wheel, mounted on a plinth in an ornately decorated wooden gazebo, creaked and groaned as an elderly Bhutanese man heaved it into life. Prayer wheels are an ancient tradition, found across the Buddhist world. A cylinder, usually made of beaten metal mounted on a shaft, is packed with thousands of mantras printed on parchment. They range in size from small hand-held versions, which can be spun with the gentle flick of a wrist, to those standing several metres tall – like this one, which needed a bit of effort to get it going. One clockwise turn of the wheel has the same effect as reciting all the mantras inside. 


The large prayer wheel marked the end of the road for the horses. We watched them skip back down the track, relieved to be free of their loads, their morning’s work done. Everyone had to walk from here.


Dark clouds hung around the golden rooftops of the monastery. Beneath it, a spectral mist trailed across the forests, sinking into the valley, leaving Tiger’s Nest floating, ethereally. Rain was not far away. The path narrowed until it was an uneven staircase hewn from rock. From a distance, it looked as if it had been painted onto the walls of the gorge. We plodded behind an elderly man, who was whirling a hand-held prayer wheel and fingering prayer beads to accumulate extra merit in the endless quest for enlightenment.


A cairn marked a lookout point, at the same height as the main monastery buildings, though still separated from them by a gaping chasm. What an amazing feat of engineering that these buildings did not simply topple off the cliff face into the valley below. As we descended a flight of steps, I looked up to see small chapels, hermitages and monastic buildings wedged into crevices in the rock face, clinging to the precipice like the nests of cliff swallows. Even today, spending months, or even years, in solitary retreat, in tiny isolated huts, remains an important part of a senior monk’s training. I paused for a moment to marvel at the lives of these devotees and to admire their dedication to their faith. Growing up in Northern Ireland had skewed my views on religion. There, dedication to faith in the 1970s and 80s resulted in the ‘Troubles’, a euphemism for decades of sectarian hatred and brutality, a civil war in all but name. Since then, I had shied away from the dogma of all religions, which seemed to be at the heart of some of the world’s most vicious conflicts. But such violence was a world away from red-robed monks hiding in solitude in their Himalayan sanctuaries. 


The air was damp and cold. Surface water trickled down the rock wall beside us, weaving a silvery path around cushions of dark green moss. Hundreds of prayer flags were strung between the trees and across the plunging gorge, flapping in the wind like bright coloured handkerchiefs pegged on washing lines. The steps resumed their never-ending, near-vertical climb. Perhaps this really was the path to Nirvana.


Finally, we arrived at the entrance to Tiger’s Nest. Just inside the main complex, a party of Japanese visitors lined up in front of a sacred rock. With eyes closed and arms outstretched, they tried, in turn, to place a thumb in an indentation in the rock, believed to be the thumb print of Guru Rinpoche. 


‘Let’s give this a try,’ I suggested. 


‘You must say a prayer first and then make a wish,’ Norbu instructed.


‘Okay, here I go.’ Krista closed her eyes and, stepping forward, touched her thumb impressively close to the target. I succeeded only in jabbing mine painfully into a bulge in the rock, nowhere near the holy thumb print. I couldn’t help but smile. It was like a Buddhist game of pin the tail on the donkey. 


Tiger’s Nest was a labyrinth of temples, caves, nooks and crannies on different levels, brought together by stone passageways and steep, narrow staircases. In a small temple, a gleaming gilt door hid the entrance to the cave, known as the Dubkhang, in which Guru Rinpoche was believed to have meditated all those years ago. Pilgrims flocked here when the ornate door was opened for a special ceremony, just once a year. 


The deep boom of a gong echoed through the buildings as we added our shoes to the stack of footwear piled up outside a temple. Inside, a row of statues sat along the back wall, their gilt faces looking down on us serenely. Each was swathed in rich brocade fabrics and hung with white   khatas, the traditional ceremonial scarves of the Himalayas. Suspended from the ceiling, brocade hangings and banners with rainbow zigzags verging on the psychedelic added to the intensity of it all. Having grown up with a very austere approach to religious iconography, I found the startling colours, clashing patterns and striking images quite incredible. Adding to the visual assault, incense filled the air with a heady scent, its thin coils of smoke spiralling up towards the ceiling. A row of offering bowls, each filled with water, stood on a wooden altar, decked with silk flowers and illuminated by guttering butter lamps. Behind us, in a corner, a monk sat cross-legged, murmuring prayers. Norbu joined the other worshippers to perform the customary three prostrations in front of the altar, while Krista and I stood quietly at the back. The spirituality was almost palpable, and I felt as if I were intruding in this holy place.


By the time we started our hike back down from Tiger’s Nest, the clouds had closed in and a steady drizzle made for a slippery descent. We skidded down the slope at breakneck speed, slipping on mud and soggy leaf mould all the way to the bottom. 


Looking back up, Tiger’s Nest was completely hidden from view, swallowed by the low cloud that now enveloped the slopes all around us. It seemed almost unreal.





							



‘Shooting Stone,
Drive Carefully’


The next morning, our third day in Bhutan, Krista and I left Paro via the Lateral Road, en route to Thimphu, the capital. The Lateral Road cut roughly across the middle of the country, connecting east to west. Officially they drove on the left in Bhutan, but I wasn’t sure anyone had ever told the Bhutanese. In the absence of a median strip, our driver, Dorji, drove confidently down the middle of the road. Thankfully, he was adept at executing a swerve to the left in the face of oncoming vehicles, most of which also hogged the centre of the road until the last possible minute. Perhaps it was all part of an unspoken game of chicken. 


A drive along the main highway provided a snapshot of life in Bhutan’s temperate valleys. Dense forests cloaked hillsides that rose almost vertically from the edge of the road. Gushing streams had carved dark channels into rocky cliffs, and winding footpaths snaked up absurdly steep inclines. The farmhouses, which had seemed so insignificant from the plane, were substantial two-storey buildings. They stood proudly on terraced slopes, their shingle roofs spread with fiery red chillies, drying in the autumn sunshine. 


We passed impromptu roadside stalls, the vendors crouching under collapsing wooden shelters or on a sheet of plastic laid out on the grassy verge. Piles of fresh vegetables teetered next to bags of shiny red apples. Cubes of rock-hard yak cheese, threaded onto strings, hung from the front of stalls, like 1960s retro necklaces. 


The road signs in Bhutan packed more of a punch than their Australian counterparts, courtesy of the Border Roads Organisation of India, which is responsible for Bhutan’s roads and associated signs. We passed an announcement of ‘Shooting Stone, Drive Carefully’, warning of imminent danger from the unstable, rubble-strewn embankment. Another read ‘This is Highway, not Runway’ which I hoped was a note of caution for motorists, rather than for errant Drukair pilots who might have overshot the airport runway. 


About an hour after leaving Paro, we caught our first glimpse of the sprawl of Thimphu, Bhutan’s only metropolitan centre. The city stretched out on either side of the Wang Chu River, surrounded by forests that swept down the valley sides. In the distance, the vast Tashichho Dzong, the seat of Bhutan’s civil government, dominated the buildings around it. The expressway into the city was the only road in Bhutan that suggested a serious highway. Yet even on this modern road, Dorji had to swerve to avoid a cow ambling across the dual carriageway, apparently oblivious to the dangers of its grazing habits.


Thimphu lounged in a fertile green valley, 2350 metres above sea level. Most capital cities have a famous monument. Thimphu, in keeping with the country’s devotion to Buddhism, has the Buddha Dordenma, a gigantic, gleaming statue of Shakyamuni. 


Shakyamuni was the historical Buddha. Buddhists believe he was born in the fifth or sixth century BC as Siddhartha Gautama, a prince, in Lumbini in present-day Nepal. Predicted to be either a great spiritual leader or a great king, Siddhartha was confined to the palace by his father, who wanted to ensure his son became king. He lived a life of luxury and indulgence until, at the age of twenty-nine, curiosity got the better of him and he left the palace to explore what lay beyond it. He was soon confronted with sights he had never seen before: an old man, a sick man, a corpse and a holy man. Realising for the first time that there was no escape from life’s suffering, Siddhartha turned his back on the comforts of the palace, becoming an ascetic. For six years, he pursued a life of self-denial, until his body became weak and he realised, through meditation, the wisdom of ‘the Middle Way’: a more balanced, less extreme way to live. This was the truth he had been searching for and Siddhartha gained enlightenment, becoming the Buddha, the Awakened One. He spent the rest of his life sharing his teachings, known as the ‘dharma’, meaning ‘truth’, which formed the basis of Buddhism.


The Buddha Dordenma was a recent addition to Thimphu’s skyline. Cast in bronze, gilded in gold, it stood 51.5 metres tall on a hill to the south of the capital, watching over the Thimphu valley. It was one of the largest Buddha statues in the world. A colossal structure by any standards, it was expected to be a major Buddhist pilgrimage site. But the cost of the project was as colossal as the Buddha itself, reputedly more than US$100 million, much of it donated by a Singaporean businessman. I couldn’t help thinking that this vast sum might have been better spent on improving the lives of the 750,000 citizens of this tiny nation, many of whom continued to live a subsistence lifestyle with limited access to medical facilities and education. 


‘I can’t believe there are so many new buildings, Norbu,’ I said, as we approached the city. ‘Even since last year.’


‘There are too many people in Thimphu now.’ Norbu sighed. ‘Everything is getting changed.’


Thimphu was home to a rapidly growing population of over 100,000, up from just 27,000 in 1990. In recent years, the building explosion had been staggering. Along the expressway, building after building was under construction, many four or five storeys tall, cloaked in scaffolding poles that looked as though they had, until recently, been growing in a bamboo plantation. Apartment buildings straggled up hillsides where, just a couple of years before, there had been none. This huge increase in urban housing, all along the valley, was fuelled by young people leaving the countryside to flock to the capital, on the promise of the urban dream. Sadly, that dream was not always realised. Thimphu was now facing high youth unemployment, misuse of drugs and an increasing crime rate: social issues that, until recently, were almost unknown in Bhutan.


Despite recent development, Thimphu remained a capital city like no other. Although only established in 1961, during the reign of the Third King, it had the air of an ancient settlement, with many of its buildings constructed in traditional Bhutanese style: walls, tapering from a wide base, were painted white and adorned with carved wooden window frames and ornate facades. Even the petrol station was proudly Bhutanese, with pillars decorated with auspicious symbols and the shop encased in lavishly carved and painted wood. Thimpu was probably the only capital city in the world not to have a single set of traffic lights. Instead, traffic flow at the city’s busiest intersection was left in the hands, literally, of a white-gloved policeman. He stood ramrod straight in an open-sided, richly decorated sentry box in the middle of the junction, directing traffic with graceful hand signals. 


We passed the city’s Centenary Farmers Market. Midweek it was deserted, but at the weekend it would be packed with locals stocking up on fresh produce. The previous year, Krista and I had wandered between piles of vegetables of every description, from the familiar velvety purple eggplants to the more unusual curly-topped fiddlehead ferns, pod-like crow’s beak, bitter gourd – which looked a little like a prickly green sea cucumber – and banana flowers, large tear-shaped flowers the colour of monks’ robes. The ubiquitous chilli was in plentiful supply, from smooth, shiny and fresh to wizened and dried, red, green, large, small, hot and mild. Upstairs, the overpowering stench of dried fish, imported from India, ensured I didn’t linger long. So, too, the open-air butchery department. Great slabs of yak meat, some with a hoof and strip of black hair still attached, were suspended from hooks on a rack, blood dripping into a culvert in the floor. Slimy entrails and other unidentifiable animal parts were stacked in oozing heaps, the stuff of vegetarian nightmares. It had been a very different shopping experience from the sanitised supermarkets in Australia. 
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