
THIS EDITION WRITTEN AND RESEARCHED BY 

Lindsay Brown,  
Bradley Mayhew

#_

Eastern Bhutan
p136Central Bhutan

p111
Western Bhutan

p73

Thimphu
p48

Bhutan

©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd



Welcome to Bhutan. .  .  .  .  . 4

Bhutan Map. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  6

Bhutan’s Top 17. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  8

Need to Know. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  18

If You Like . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 20

Month by Month. .  .  .  .  .  .  . 23

Itineraries . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 26

Festivals. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  31

Booking Your Trip. .  .  .  .  .  . 34

Planning Your Trek. .  .  .  .  . 38

Regions at a Glance. .  .  .  . 45

THIMPHU. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 48
Sights. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  49
Activities . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  58
Festivals & Events . .  .  .  .  .  .  60
Sleeping. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  60
Eating. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  63
Drinking & .
Entertainment. . . . . . . . . . . 65
Shopping. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  66
Around Thimphu. .  .  .  .  .  .  . 68
North of Thimphu . .  .  .  .  .  .  68
South of Thimphu . .  .  .  .  .  .  . 70

WESTERN BHUTAN. .  . 73
Paro Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  . 76
Paro . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 77

Upper Paro Valley. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  85
Southeast of Paro . .  .  .  .  .  .  90
Paro to Thimphu. . . . . . . . . 90
Haa Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 91
Paro to Haa via .
Cheli La . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 91
Haa. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 92
Haa to Chhuzom . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  94
Punakha Dzongkhag . .  .  . 94
Thimphu to Punakha. .  .  .  .  94
Punakha & .
Khuruthang. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  96
Wangdue Phodrang 
Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 101
Punakha to Wangdue 
Phodrang. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 101

K
AT

IE G
A

R
R

O
D

 / G
E

T
T

Y IM
A

G
ES

 ©

PRAYER FLAGS OVER THE 
WANG CHHU P70

 PLAN  
YOUR TRIP ON THE ROAD

P
R

A
S

IT C
H

A
N

S
A

R
E

E
K

O
R

N
 / G

E
T

T
Y IM

A
G

ES
 ©

PUNAKHA DZONG P96

IZ
Z

E
T K

E
R

IB
A

R
 / G

E
T

T
Y IM

A
G

ES
 ©

MONKS AT WANGDUE 
PHODRANG DZONG P101



Contents

Wangdue Phodrang .
& Bajo. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 101
Wangdue Phodrang.
to Pele La. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 102
Phobjikha Valley. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 103
Chhukha  
Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 106
Thimphu to .
Phuentsholing. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 106
Phuentsholing. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 108

CENTRAL BHUTAN. .  111
Trongsa Dzongkhag. .  .  .  113
Wangdue Phodrang to 
Trongsa . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 113
Trongsa . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 114
Bumthang  
Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  117
Trongsa to Jakar. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  117
Jakar. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 119
Chokhor Valley. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 124
Tang Valley. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 130
Ura Valley. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 132
Southern  
Dzongkhags. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 133
Trongsa to Gelephu. .  .  .  .  . 133
Gelephu. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 134
Royal Manas .
National Park . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 135

EASTERN BHUTAN. .  136
Mongar Dzongkhag . .  .  . 138
Jakar to Mongar. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 138
Mongar. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 140
Lhuentse Dzongkhag. .  .  141
Mongar to Lhuentse . .  .  .  . 142
Lhuentse. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 143
Trashigang  
Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 144
Mongar to Trashigang. .  .  . 144
Trashigang. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 146
Far Eastern Bhutan . .  .  .  .  . 148
Trashi Yangtse  
Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 149

Trashigang to .
Trashi Yangtse. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 149
Gom Kora. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 150
Gom Kora to .
Trashi Yangtse. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 150
Trashi Yangtse. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 151
Samdrup Jongkhar 
Dzongkhag. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 153
Trashigang to Samdrup 
Jongkhar. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 153
Samdrup Jongkhar . .  .  .  .  . 155

TREKS . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 156
Trek Routes. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 157
Health & Safety . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 159
Druk Path Trek . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  160
Dagala Thousand .
Lakes Trek. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 163
Jhomolhari Trek. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 164
Jhomolhari Trek 2 . .  .  .  .  .  . 169
Laya–Gasa Trek . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  171
Snowman Trek . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 175
Bumthang Cultural .
Trek. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 179
Duer Hot Springs Trek. .  .  180
Rodang La Trek. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 182
Nabji Trek. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 185
Merak–Sakteng Trek. .  .  .  . 187

Bhutan Today . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 190

History. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  192

The Bhutanese  
Way of Life. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  215

Buddhism in Bhutan . .  . 224

Traditional Arts. .  .  .  .  .  .  . 234

Architecture . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  241

Mountains & Valleys . .  . 248

Wildlife &  
Sanctuaries. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 252

Directory A–Z. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 260

Transport. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  271

Health. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  277

Language. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 284

Index. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 292

Map Legend. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 303

SURVIVAL 
GUIDE

UNDERSTAND

SPECIAL FEATURES

Planning Your Trek . .  .  .  . 38
Buddhism in  
Bhutan. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  224
Architecture  
Illustrations. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  242
National Parks  
& Protected  
Areas Map. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  254

Sakteng

Daifam
Bhangtar

Wamrong

Mongar 

Jakar

Zhemgang

Lhuentse 

Nganglam

Pemagatshel

Panbang

Samdrup 
Jongkhar

Trashigang

Yangtse
Trashi

( T I B E T )
C H I N A

 P R A D E S H )
( A R U N A C H A L 

I N D I A

30 miles
50 km

0
0

#•

#• #•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#•

#• #•

#•

#•
#•

#•

Size 905 sq km
This national park was set aside to protect old-growth temperate forests of 
fir and chir pine. It is also home to red pandas and several endangered bird 
species including the rufous-necked hornbill and satyr tragopan pheasant. 

THRUMSHING LA NATIONAL PARK 

Size 1521 sq km
The sanctuary protects the habitat of blue sheep, snow 
leopards, red pandas, tigers, capped langurs, Himalayan black 
bears and musk deer. It also protects a large area of alpine 
tundra and is a wintering ground of the black-necked crane.

BOMDELING WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Size 741 sq km
The sanctuary protects several endemic species, 
particularly rhododendrons, within its temperate 
forests of blue pine, mixed conifers and rhododen-
dron. It is also renowned as the only reserve in the 
world that protects the habitat of the migoi (yeti).

SAKTENG WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Size 335 sq km
In far southeastern Bhutan, the Khaling Wildlife 
Sanctuary protects wild elephants, gaurs, leopards, 
pygmy hogs, hispid hares and other tropical wildlife. 
This sanctuary adjoins a comparable reserve in India.

KHALING WILDLIFE SANCTUARY

Size 1057 sq km
Adjoining India’s Manas National Park, it forms a 
protected area running from the plains to the peaks. It is 
the home of rhino, buffalo, tigers, leopards, bears and 
elephants. It is also home to rare species, including the 
golden langur, capped langur and hispid hare.
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Size 4914 sq km
Bhutan’s newest and largest national park was inaugurated in 
2008. This high-altitude park links Jigme Dorji National Park 
with Bomdeling Wildlife Sanctuary and protects the headwaters 
of four major rivers as well as snow-leopard and takin habitat.

WANGCHUCK CENTENNIAL PARK

Size 4316 sq km
The second-largest protected area in Bhutan with habitats 
ranging from subtropical (1400m) to alpine (7000m), it protects 
several endangered species, including takins, snow leopards and 
tigers. Villagers farm and harvest indigenous plants in the park. 

JIGME DORJI NATIONAL PARK

Size 610 sq km
Torsa Reserve is located where the Torsa Chhu 
enters from Tibet. The reserve was set aside to 
protect the temperate forests and alpine 
meadows and is the only protected area with no 
resident human population.

TORSA STRICT NATURE RESERVE

Size 1730 sq km
Protecting the Black Mountains that separate eastern and western 
Bhutan, it harbours tigers, Himalayan black bears, red pandas and 
golden langurs. An amazing 450 species of bird have been 
catalogued. The Phobjikha valley, wintering place of black-necked 
cranes, is included in the park.

JIGME SINGYE WANGCHUCK NATIONAL PARK

Size 269 sq km
On the southern border of Bhutan, it was
established to protect the only remaining natural
sal forest in Bhutan. Several protected species
thrive here, including chital deer, elephants,
gaurs, tigers, golden langurs and hornbills.

PHIBSOO WILDLIFE SANCTUARY 
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Jhomolhari Trek
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mountain scenery (p164)
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Crafts, antiques and a busy

weekend market (p48)
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Hillside monasteries and 
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Lindsay Brown
Coordinating Author, Thimphu, Western Bhutan, Treks Spring in Bhutan is the 
time for spectacular rhododendron blossoms on the high passes and for sunny 
days and cool nights. It is also the time for some of Bhutan’s more colourful 
festivals. All the makings for another wonderful adventure in a country that is 
like no other. A former conservation biologist and Publishing Manager at Lonely 
Planet, Lindsay has spent the last decade or so writing guidebooks and photo-

graphing in Asia and Australia. He has trekked, jeeped, ridden and stumbled across many a Hima-
layan mountain pass and contributed to Lonely Planet’s South India & Kerala; India; Rajasthan, 
Delhi & Agra; Nepal and Pakistan & the Karakoram Highway guides, among many others. Lindsay 
also wrote the Welcome to Bhutan, Bhutan’s Top 17, Need to Know, Festivals, Booking Your Trip,  
Regions at a Glance, Bhutan Today, History, The Bhutanese Way of Life, Traditional Arts, Archi-
tecture, Mountains & Valleys and Wildlife & Sanctuaries chapters, and wrote the Survival Guide 
section.

Bradley Mayhew
Central Bhutan, Eastern Bhutan, Treks A self-professed mountain junkie, Bradley 
has been trekking in the Himalaya for almost 20 years. For his third time work-
ing on this title, he focused on the centre and east of the country, exploring new 
places in Gelephu, Mongar, Dungkhar, Bomdeling and Zhemgang. Bradley is the 
coordinating author of Lonely Planet guides to Tibet, Central Asia and Nepal, 
and in 2010 was featured in a five-part Arte TV documentary retracing the route 

of Marco Polo. See what he’s up to at www.bradleymayhew.blogspot.com. Bradley also wrote the If 
You Like…, Month by Month, Itineraries, Planning Your Trek and Buddhism in Bhutan chapters.

OUR STORY
A beat-up old car, a few dollars in the pocket and a sense of 
adventure. In 1972 that’s all Tony and Maureen Wheeler needed 
for the trip of a lifetime – across Europe and Asia overland to 
Australia. It took several months, and at the end – broke but 
inspired – they sat at their kitchen table writing and stapling 
together their first travel guide, Across Asia on the Cheap. 
Within a week they’d sold 1500 copies. Lonely Planet was born. 

Today, Lonely Planet has offices in Melbourne, London and 
Oakland, with more than 600 staff and writers. We share Tony’s belief that ‘a great guidebook 
should do three things: inform, educate and amuse’.

OUR WRITERS

Although the authors and Lonely Planet have taken all reason-
able care in preparing this book, we make no warranty about 
the accuracy or completeness of its content and, to the maxi-
mum extent permitted, disclaim all liability arising from its use.
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If you have limited time or money, you can get a good impression of Bhutan in just four 
days by concentrating on Thimphu and Paro. Count on two full days in picturesque 
Paro, visiting Paro Dzong and the National Museum. On the second day, hike up to the 
dramatic Tiger’s Nest at Taktshang Goemba and visit lovely Kyichu Lhakhang. After 
lunch make the three-hour drive to Thimphu, stopping at the charming Tamchhog 
Lhakhang en route.

On day three you could squeeze in a long day trip over the Dochu La to Punakha 
Dzong, the most beautiful dzong in the country. In March, budget an hour to walk 
through the colourful rhododendron forests above the Dochu La pass. On the way back 
to Thimphu, pop into the nearby Chimi Lhakhang, the temple of the ‘Divine Madman’.

Day four is in Thimphu. Go to the weekend market and visit Cheri Goemba or Tan-
go Goemba in the upper Thimphu valley. If handicrafts are your thing, hit the National 
Textile Museum and National Institute for Zorig Chusum. Late in the afternoon drive 
back to Paro; most flights depart early in the morning.

A Long Weekend in Paro & Thimphu
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A 10-day itinerary should just about allow you two or three days in Bumthang, with over-
night stops in Paro, Thimphu and Wangdue Phodrang and quick stops in Punakha and 
Trongsa, but a full two weeks will let you see the same places in more depth and at a 
much more relaxed pace, with time for a couple of great day hikes.

Follow the four-day itinerary for your first days. From Thimphu, a night in the Phob-
jikha valley will give you a chance to see Gangte Goemba and also view the rare and 
endangered black-necked cranes (November to February). If you like to explore places on 
foot, set aside an extra half-day’s hiking in Phobjikha.

From Phobjikha it’s a day’s drive over the Pele La to the superb dzong and museum 
at Trongsa and on to Jakar in Bumthang. Leave early, as there’s lots to see en route, 
including the Nepali-style Chendebji Chorten, which is a perfect place for a picnic.

If you have two full days in Bumthang, spend one day doing a loop in the Chokhor 
valley, taking in the Jampey Lhakhang, Kurjey Lhakhang and walking to Tamshing 
Goemba. Your second day here should be spent exploring the Tang valley, visiting 
Membartsho (Burning Lake) and the interesting Ogyen Chholing Museum near Mesi
thang. If you have an extra day, overnight in the Ogyen Chholing Guest House and hike 
down to the road via the remote rural chapels of Choejam Lhakhang and Narut (Pel-
phug) Lhakhang.

The Bumthang valley is another good place for some hiking, so budget half a day to 
stretch your legs after a week’s driving. From Jakar it’s a two-day drive back to Paro, so 
spend a night at Wangdue Phodrang. Alternatively, fly back on the new Druk Air flight 
from Bumthang to Paro, if it’s running.

If you intend to visit India in conjunction with Bhutan, consider driving from Thim-
phu or Paro to Phuentsholing instead of flying, which will add a day to the itinerary. 
From here you are only a few hours from Darjeeling, Kalimpong and Sikkim, as well as 
the airport at Bagdogra, which has frequent flights to Delhi and Kolkata (Calcutta).

2 
WEEKS
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Above: Punakha Dzong 
(p96)

Left: Chortens at the 
summit of Dochu La 
(p94)
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If you’re thinking about a four-day trip, consider a seven-day trip. It’s not that much 
more money and, really, when are you next going to be in Bhutan? A week gives you 
more time to get a feel for Bhutanese culture and enables you to get off the beaten track 
in either the Haa or Phobjikha valleys, while still seeing the major dzongs and monaster-
ies of western Bhutan.

With the extra days you can definitely add an overnight trip over the mountains to 
Punakha. This way you’ll have time to make the 1½-hour return hike to the nearby 
Khamsum Yuelley Namgyal Chorten, as well as visit Chimi Lhakhang, and maybe 
even a short rafting or mountain-biking trip if that’s your thing.

To get off the beaten track, add on an overnight trip to the Haa valley, on the road 
that links Paro to Thimphu. The road goes over the highest motorable pass in Bhutan, 
the Cheli La, and it’s worth the couple of hours hiking to visit Kila Nunnery. Arrive in 
Haa at lunchtime, and spend an afternoon and maybe the next morning exploring the 
Juneydrak Hermitage and Chhundu Lhakhang, before continuing on to Thimphu.

Figure on two full days in Paro, including visits to Taktshang Goemba, Kyichu 
Lhakhang and Drukyel Dzong in the Paro valley, and a full day (or two) in Thimphu. A 
few tips: try to be in Thimphu on a Saturday or Sunday to see the weekend market and 
avoid Paro on Monday, when the National Museum is closed. If you’re lucky, you may be 
able to catch a weekend archery tournament, most likely in Thimphu.

If you don’t visit Haa, you might be able to add on a day trip to the Phobjikha valley, 
especially worthwhile in winter (November to February) when the valley’s black-necked 
cranes are roosting. Bring some warm clothes and a torch (flashlight).

At some point during your trip ask your guide to arrange a Bhutanese hot-stone bath, 
available in most tourist hotels (for a charge). Throw in a festival and you have the per-
fect introductory visit to Bhutan.

7  
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Eastern Explorations

It takes at least two weeks to make a trip out to the little-visited far east and we’d sug-
gest throwing in a couple of extra days to allow for some rest and recuperation. There’s 
a lot of driving involved (up to five hours a day in eastern Bhutan) but it is now possible 
to fly back to Paro from Yongphula (near Trashigang). With this itinerary you can also 
avoid the long drive back to Paro by exiting Bhutan at Samdrup Jongkhar, as long as you 
have arranged an Indian visa in advance. This is a particularly good trip if you’re inter-
ested in traditional weaving.

Follow the earlier itineraries from Paro as far as Bumthang, from where you can see 
the highlights of the east in five or six days. From Bumthang, day one takes you on a dra-
matic drive over the Thrumshing La (3750m) and Bhutan’s wildest road to Mongar. 
Stay here for two nights and make a scenic day trip up to remote Lhuentse Dzong and 
the nearby traditional weaving village of Khoma. To cut down on the driving, consider 
instead a day’s hiking off the beaten track around Mongar.

Day three takes you on to funky Trashigang, with an optional two- or three-hour 
detour along the way to Drametse Goemba, Bhutan’s most important Nyingma monas-
tery. Accommodation standards in the east are not as good as western Bhutan, so bring 
a sense of humour as well as bug spray.

Figure on two nights at Trashigang, with another great day excursion to Trashi 
Yangtse, with stops en route at the pilgrimage site of Gom Kora, the old Trashi Yangtse 
dzong and the Nepali-style Chorten Kora. March and April bring two important pilgrim-
age festivals to this region. Spend a second day here to go crane-spotting in Bomdeling 
Wildlife Sanctuary or to hike here via Dechen Phodrang pilgrimage site.

From Trashigang it’s a full day’s winding drive down to the plains at steamy Sam-
drup Jongkhar; stop to check out the traditional weaving at the National Handloom 
Development Project in Khaling. From Samdrup Jongkhar, take a three-hour taxi ride 
to Guwahati (check in advance for planned strikes) then fly to Kolkata, Delhi or Bang-
kok, or take the overnight train to West Bengal for Darjeeling and the Nepal border.

16 
DAYS
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