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Introduction
Nestled high in the Eastern Himalayas lies a country like no other, where mist-
shrouded monasteries cling to mountain cliffs, prayer flags flutter in the crisp alpine
air, and ancient rituals permeate the pace of everyday life. This country is Bhutan, a
nation renowned as much for its vibrant traditions and spectacular landscapes as for
its philosophical approach to development centered not on wealth, but on Gross
National Happiness. Often shrouded in mystery to the outside world, Bhutan’s
remarkable journey from isolation to the crossroads of modernity is as unique as the
land itself.

“Bhutan: Portrait of a Country” invites readers to discover a society shaped by deep-
rooted spiritual beliefs, a centuries-long commitment to environmental preservation,
and a cautious embrace of change. While bordered by powerful neighbors—China and
India—it has charted its own course, preserving not just its sovereignty but also its
distinct language, culture, and faith. As the last remaining Himalayan Buddhist
kingdom, Bhutan offers invaluable lessons about balance: between progress and
tradition, nature and development, the collective and the individual.

This book explores the full tapestry of Bhutan’s identity. It begins by delving into the
country’s formidable mountains, lush valleys, and intricate river systems that together
form one of the planet’s most striking environments. From these dramatic geographies
arose rich indigenous cultures and a unique history—one that witnessed the arrival of
Guru Rinpoche, the unification under visionary leaders, and the birth of a royal
dynasty that steered Bhutan into the modern era while fiercely preserving its heritage.

We will journey through Bhutan’s transformation: from its early days as a patchwork of
warring valleys and monastic domains, through the tumultuous process of unification
under religious and civil authorities, to the steady progress of recent decades. Along
the way, Bhutan’s singular development philosophy—focusing on holistic well-being,
sustainable economics, and spiritual fulfillment—will come sharply into focus,
alongside the challenges this approach must navigate in a rapidly changing world.

A central thread of this portrait is Bhutan’s society: the resilient, diverse peoples who
have flourished in mountain fastness and valley floors, who celebrate vivid masked
festivals, uphold the code of Driglam Namzha etiquette, speak a rich array of
languages, and maintain strong community and family ties. Their customs, arts,
religious festivals, and daily practices remain vital, even as new influences and
modern aspirations permeate Bhutanese life.

Finally, the book offers practical information for those wishing to experience Bhutan’s
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wonders firsthand, and it looks ahead to the country’s future—its hopes, its ongoing
social changes, its environmental stewardship, and the enduring vision that makes
Bhutan an inspiration for the world. Through these pages, readers will find not only a
comprehensive introduction to a remarkable nation, but also an invitation to reflect on
what makes both Bhutan, and happiness itself, truly enduring.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land of the Thunder Dragon:
Bhutan’s Geographic Identity
Bhutan, often referred to as Druk Yul, the "Land of the Thunder Dragon," is a nation
whose very identity is inextricably linked to its dramatic and formidable geography.
This small, landlocked kingdom, nestled deep within the Eastern Himalayas, presents
a landscape of staggering contrasts and breathtaking beauty. From its lowest points in
the subtropical plains to its towering, perpetually snow-capped peaks, Bhutan is a
testament to the raw power of nature.

The country's relatively modest size of 38,394 square kilometers (14,824 sq mi) belies
its immense topographical diversity. Elevations swing wildly, from a mere 200 meters
(660 ft) in the southern foothills, where humid air hangs heavy and tropical vegetation
thrives, to over 7,000 meters (23,000 ft) in the Great Himalayas that dominate its
northern frontier. This incredible vertical relief means that within a short distance, one
can transition from steamy jungles to frigid alpine environments.

Indeed, the most defining feature of Bhutan’s geography is its mountainous terrain.
The entire country is virtually carved by mountains, making travel from one valley to
the next historically challenging, even with modern transportation. These mountains
dictate not only the climate and the distribution of its people but also the very rhythm
of life, influencing everything from traditional architecture to the routes of ancient
trade and pilgrimage.

The northern reaches of Bhutan are lorded over by the majestic Great Himalayas, an
arc of formidable peaks that form a natural barrier with China. Here, elevations
routinely exceed 7,000 meters, culminating in Bhutan's highest point, Gangkhar
Puensum. This colossal mountain, standing at 7,570 meters (24,840 ft), holds the
unique distinction of being the highest unclimbed mountain in the world. Its
unblemished slopes remain untouched not due to insurmountable difficulty, but out of
profound reverence for local spiritual beliefs.

Beyond Gangkhar Puensum, numerous other peaks pierce the sky, with nineteen
exceeding 7,000 meters. These high-altitude regions are characterized by Eastern
Himalayan alpine shrub and meadows, eventually giving way to glaciated mountain
peaks that endure an extremely cold, polar-type climate with year-round snow. The
severe weather, marked by perpetual snow on the highest peaks and strong winds in
the lower mountains and gorges, can transform these areas into barren, wind-swept
landscapes in summer and frozen desolations in winter.
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South of the Great Himalayas lies the Lesser Himalayan Range, which includes
significant formations like the Black Mountains in central Bhutan. These mountains
serve as a crucial watershed, dividing major river systems and historically separating
western Bhutan from its ethnolinguistically distinct central and eastern regions.
Elevations in the Black Mountains generally range between 1,500 meters (4,900 ft)
and 2,700 meters (8,900 ft). Further east, the Donga Range acts as another southward
spur, creating steeper ravines and contributing to the varied topography of the
country.

Carving through this formidable landscape is an intricate network of swift, powerful
rivers. Bhutan boasts four major river systems: the Drangmechhu (also known as
Manas Chhu), Punatsangchhu (or Sankosh), Wangchhu, and Amochhu (or Torsa). All of
these vital arteries originate from the high-altitude alpine, snow-clad areas in the
north and flow southward, eventually draining into the Brahmaputra River in India.

The Drangmechhu, also known as the Manas River, is the largest river system in
Bhutan, draining a significant portion of eastern and central Bhutan. Its major
branches, including the Mangde Chhu and Bumthang Chhu, originate near Gangkhar
Puensum, highlighting the intimate connection between Bhutan's glacial resources and
its lifegiving waterways. The Punatsangchhu, fed by the Mo Chhu and Pho Chhu, which
originate from the snows of the Great Himalayan Range, is another critical river that
flows through central Bhutan. The Wangchhu, with tributaries from the valleys of
Thimphu, Paro, and Ha, flows through west-central Bhutan. Even the smallest, the
Amochhu, carves its way through western Bhutan after originating in Tibet.

These rivers are more than just geographical features; they are the lifelines of Bhutan.
They carve the deep valleys where much of the population resides, provide crucial
water for agriculture, and are a primary source of the nation's hydropower,
contributing significantly to its national revenue. The valleys themselves, such as Paro,
Punakha, and Thimphu, are renowned for their picturesque beauty and are often the
focus of human settlement and activity. Glaciers in northern Bhutan, covering
approximately 10% of the country's total surface area, are a crucial renewable water
source for these extensive river systems.

Bhutan's climate is as varied as its altitudes, resulting in striking meteorological
contrasts. The country experiences four distinct seasons, each offering a unique
perspective on its diverse landscapes. The southern plains and foothills are
characterized by a humid and subtropical climate, with hot, muggy summers where
temperatures can soar to 40°C (104°F) in the valleys, and cool winters. This region is
often covered with dense semitropical forests and lush undergrowth, typical of the
Terai-Duar savanna and grasslands found in neighboring India.

Moving northward into the central valleys, including the capital city of Thimphu, the

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

climate transitions to a more temperate zone, with warm summers and refreshingly
cool winters. Here, the annual rainfall is more moderate compared to the heavy
monsoons in the west. Western Bhutan, in particular, receives substantial monsoon
rains between June and late September, accounting for a significant portion of the
region's annual precipitation. While the monsoon season brings abundant rainfall and
high humidity, it also transforms the landscape into a vibrant tapestry of green, with
thundering waterfalls cascading down the mountainsides.

Autumn, from late September or early October to late November, is often considered
one of the best times to visit, offering clear skies, crisp air, and panoramic views of the
snow-capped peaks. The rice harvest during this period adds golden hues to the
terraced fields, painting a picturesque scene. Winter, stretching from late November
until March, brings frost to much of the country, and snowfall is common above 3,000
meters (9,843 ft). Despite the cold, the lower valleys remain relatively mild, making it
an ideal time for cultural exploration.

This intricate interplay of mountains, valleys, and rivers has shaped not only Bhutan's
physical landscape but also its cultural and historical narrative. The rugged terrain
contributed to Bhutan's historical isolation, allowing it to preserve a unique way of life
largely untouched by external influences for centuries. This geographic seclusion
fostered the development of distinct communities and a rich tapestry of languages
and dialects, each adapted to its specific valley or mountain niche. The challenging
topography meant that each valley often developed its own character, contributing to
the rich diversity of Bhutanese culture.
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