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Many of you asked; ñBhutan, where is that?  Isnôt that where they had the Death 
March during World War II or something?ò  No, that was Bataan, in the 
Philippines.  Bhutan is a small country in the Eastern Himalayas, between Tibet 
and India.  It is ruled by a handsome 28-year-old, Harvard-educated and very 
eligible bachelor King.  His retired father has four wives, all sisters, so 
prospective brides donôt necessarily have to be first in line.  But more on that 
later. 
 

  
 
We flew from Detroit to Tokyo to Bangkok and spent a few days there to shake 
off some of the jetlag.  Bangkok has changed little since our first visit in 1998.  It 
is still crowded and polluted, but dotted with magnificent palaces and temples.  
Shopping is cheap, and the nightlife is wild, with massage parlors on every block 
and strip clubs with doors open onto the steaming streets.  The front page of the 
Bangkok Post had an ad for a US$1625 gender change operation.  Touts pop up 
from everywhere with well-practiced lies.  They tell you that where you are going 
is closed in order to persuade you to instead visit their brotherôs shop.  In the 
departure line at the airport, appearances suggested that several people had 
come to Thailand solely for prurient reasons.  Others came to live out of a 
backpack for a couple of weeks getting high and suntanned on a secluded 
beach. 
 



Drukair ï Royal Bhutan Airlines has a monopoly on flights into and out of the 
countryôs only airport in Paro.  They have two modern Airbus A319ôs.  It took four 
hours to fly from Bangkok with a fuel stop in Bagdogra, India.  The last leg was 
magnificent as we were treated to views of Mount Everest and much of the 
Himalayan range.  Final approach had Rich (a former pilot) spellbound.  We 
descended through a narrow winding valley in a series of steep S-turns.  The 
runway appeared only at the last moment around a corner, but the pilot expertly 
banked the plane and then leveled the wings an instant prior to touchdown on the 
short runway.   
 

 

 

 

 
 
Our tour was arranged by Marie Brown who operates the only American travel 
agency specializing in Bhutan (http://www.bhutantravel.com/).  She in turn 
contracted our arrangements to a local agency; Etho Metho Travel 
(http://www.bhutanethometho.com/).  We can recommend either for our 
adventurous friends.  Bhutan only gets about 25,000 tourists each year.  Apart 
from the expensive airline tickets, the government limits the number of tourists by 
requiring that all tours come in a package that includes a private guide, car, 
driver, hotel, all sightseeing and three meals per day.  The official, non-
negotiable rate is $200/person/day with a $30 surcharge for groups smaller than 
four.  Full payment has to be wired (no credit cards) to the government before a 
visa will be issued.  This keeps the tourists on a relatively short leash, and there 
are consequently no problems with backpackers or bums.  As a precaution 
against the H1N1 virus, we had to have our temperatures taken before we were 
allowed to pass through Customs and Immigration.  
 
While a relatively poor developing country in economic terms, Bhutanôs former 
King has instituted a formal policy of ñGross National Happiness.ò  Democracy is 
budding, but the King is keeping tight limits on things perceived to dilute the 
culture.  Tobacco is outlawed.  People must wear formal dress in Government 
buildings and schools.  Men wear a wrap-around dress called a Gho with formal 
dark knee socks.  Cheryll knows the legend of the Scotsmen and wondered what 
our guide, Ngawang, wore under his.   
 
 

http://www.bhutantravel.com/
http://www.bhutanethometho.com/


  
 
Weaving, wood carving and painting are taught in government-run trade schools.  
There has been a Bhutanese TV station since 2000, and a few people are 
starting to get satellite dishes.  The King has prohibited MTV out of fear for the 
damage that it will inflict on the countryôs youth.  Bhutan does not have a single 
traffic light, but cell phones are popping up in places that never had wired 
service.  An application for a Starbucks franchise was denied, but we suggest 
that His Majesty reconsider. The tea that was served at every meal was not to 
our taste, and locals wonôt be able to afford $3 cups of coffee with an average 
daily income of $9; less for farmers.  The banks would not accept foreign ATM 
cards.  To make matters worse, only Visa cards are accepted in stores, and we 
carry only MasterCard.  The King might want to look into this as a way to 
increase foreign trade.  Lack of credit and ATM availability kept Cheryllôs 
souvenir shopping in check.  On second thought, maybe strict financial controls 
arenôt such a bad idea after all.  One interesting facet of Gross National 
Happiness is that there are no lawyers in Bhutan.  There is little crime, and 
people are expected to argue civil cases personally before a panel of judges. 
 

  
 



The food was ratheré. uhhé.ummmé. consistent.  Yeah, thatôs it!  Consistent.  
At each meal we were served bountiful portions of rice and vegetables with a 
little mystery meat or potatoes.  Bhutanese spice up their diet with large portions 
of hot red and green chilies.  Tourists are only given a side of chilies on request.  
The King may wish to reconsider his stance forbidding McDonalds.  One paradox 
is that Buddhists wonôt kill animals, but are happy to eat meat from animals 
slaughtered in India and shipped across the border.  We had toast with yak butter 
at breakfast, yak cheese at lunch, and yak jerky for Thanksgiving dinner.  
Mmmmmm é.. Yakalicious!  We washed down several meals with Druk 11,000 
beer.  Weôre not sure what the 11,000 stands for, but it tastes good and is packs 
a big punch with 8% alcohol.  The King may want to look into exporting this stuff 
to America.  He could sell it as the new trendy malt liquor.  All it needs is to be 
repackaged into a 40 ounce bottle and renamed after a firearm.  How about  
AK-47,000? 
 

  
 
We had been warned to bring motion sickness tablets for the hours and hours of 
travel on the bumpy and windy mountain roads.  We had a good driver named 
Karma and a Korean SUV, but only averaged 20 mph in the difficult conditions on 
the narrow roads.  We passed many road work camps housing Indian laborers.  
For $3/day, the workers mix asphalt by hand over wood fires and break river 
rocks into gravel with sledge hammers.  Several women were performing this 
labor with babies strapped to their backs.  Apparently the Gross National 
Happiness Policy does not apply to Indian ñGuest Workers.ò 

  


