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Introduction

Hidden among the peaks of the eastern Himalayas, Bhutan is a kingdom that few have
seen but many have imagined—a land where tradition and progress walk hand in
hand, and where the pursuit of happiness is not just a personal aspiration, but a
guiding national policy. Known as Druk Yul, the Land of the Thunder Dragon, Bhutan
has long stood apart from its neighbors, embracing a distinct path that prizes well-
being, culture, and environmental stewardship over the conventions of economic
ambition.

The secret to Bhutan’s enduring mystique lies in its ability to preserve what is timeless
while gracefully adapting to what is new. Here, ancient monasteries perch on cliffs
wreathed in mist, their prayer flags sending wishes of peace and fortune into the wind.
In bustling markets and quiet mountain villages, the everyday lives of Bhutanese
people are woven from the threads of spirituality, community, and respect for the
natural world. The concept of Gross National Happiness—Bhutan’s world-renowned
measure of prosperity—infuses public policy and personal decision-making, shaping a
society that measures progress in smiles, serenity, and thriving forests as much as in
currency.

Yet, Bhutan is not frozen in time. Over the past few decades, the kingdom has
cautiously opened its doors to tourism, foreign media, and a changing world. Guided
by leaders who value harmony and continuity, Bhutan has found ways to embrace
education reform, sustainable development, and conservation—facing the challenges
posed by globalization while holding fast to its core identity. The streets of Thimphu
hum with the sounds of both traditional folk songs and modern pop, and young
Bhutanese ponder their futures in a nation at the crossroads of heritage and change.

This book invites you on an immersive journey into the heart of Bhutan—through its
dramatic valleys and lush forests, inside its gilded monasteries, along festive lanes
swirling with masked dancers, and around family tables filled with chili-laced stews
and butter tea. You'll meet monks, artisans, farmers, and students, each sharing their
own window into what it means to live Bhutanese. Their stories, sayings, and daily
rituals offer glimpses of a worldview where happiness is not the absence of struggle,
but the presence of meaning and connection.

As you turn the pages, you'll discover not only Bhutan’s exhilarating landscapes and
flavors, but also the philosophies and customs that set it apart. You'll find practical
guidance for travel, vignettes rich with local voices, detailed recipes, and thoughtful
profiles—tools to help you experience Bhutan, whether you journey there in body or in
spirit.
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Mountains Beyond the Clouds is for those who seek more than just a destination—it’s
for travelers, food lovers, culture enthusiasts, and all who yearn for a deeper
understanding of how a small kingdom high in the Himalayas became an emblem of
possibility for the wider world. Welcome to Bhutan: mysterious, mesmerizing, and
remarkably alive.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land of the Thunder Dragon -
Bhutan’s Geographical Marvels

Bhutan's geography is a dramatic masterpiece, a land sculpted by the powerful forces
of the Eastern Himalayas. It's a country where towering peaks meet deep valleys, and
swift rivers carve their way through lush landscapes. This diverse terrain, ranging from
subtropical plains to arctic-like conditions, plays a fundamental role in shaping every
aspect of Bhutanese life, from its unique biodiversity to its ancient traditions.

Imagine standing at the southern border, where the elevation might be as low as 160
meters (525 feet) above sea level, and then envision a journey northward, where
peaks soar to over 7,500 meters (24,600 feet) within a relatively short distance. This
incredible verticality is what defines Bhutan, creating distinct climatic zones and a
breathtaking tapestry of natural wonders. The country is often described as one of the
most rugged mountainous regions in the world.

The northern reaches of Bhutan are dominated by the majestic Great Himalayas, an
arc of glaciated mountain peaks that form the border with Tibet. Here, an arctic
climate prevails, with perpetual snow blanketing the highest elevations. These snow-
fed rivers provide a crucial source of fresh water, flowing down into the fertile valleys
below. Among these towering giants is Gangkhar Puensum, Bhutan's highest peak and
notably, the highest unclimbed mountain in the world, standing at 7,570 meters
(24,840 feet). Its untouched grandeur is a testament to Bhutan's deep reverence for
its sacred natural sites, with climbing prohibited due to religious beliefs.

Venturing south from the Great Himalayas, you encounter the Lower Himalayan
Range, also known as the Inner Himalayas. This central belt is where most of Bhutan's
population resides, including its capital, Thimphu. The landscape here is characterized
by broad valleys, some of which are surprisingly fertile and cultivated, and deep
gorges carved by the country's powerful rivers. It's a temperate zone, experiencing
cooler winters and warmer summers, with a climate that is generally more hospitable
for human settlement.

One of the most significant features of this central region is the Black Mountains, or
Dungshing Gang. This mountain range acts as a natural watershed, dividing two of
Bhutan's major river systems: the Mo Chhu and the Drangme Chhu. Peaks in the Black
Mountains generally range between 1,500 meters (4,900 feet) and 2,700 meters
(8,900 feet) above sea level. Further east, the Donga Range forms another southward
spur, creating steeper ravines and valleys.
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The geology of Bhutan is as dramatic as its surface. The country lies within the active
tectonic regime of the Himalayan Orogeny, a constant reminder of the immense forces
that uplifted these mountains. The rocks tell a story stretching back hundreds of
millions of years, with older Paleozoic and Precambrian formations mixed with younger
sediments, all intensely folded and faulted. This geological setting, while creating
stunning landscapes, also makes Bhutan vulnerable to geological hazards like
landslides and earthquakes.

Water is the lifeblood of Bhutan, and four major river systems, fed by the glaciers in
the north, flow swiftly out of the Himalayas: the Drangme Chhu, the Puna Tsang Chhu
(or Sankosh), the Wang Chhu, and the Amo Chhu (or Torsa). These rivers ultimately
flow south into the Duars plains and eventually join the Brahmaputra River in India.

The Drangme Chhu, the largest river system, originates in India's Arunachal Pradesh
and flows southwest through much of eastern Bhutan, including the Trongsa and
Bumthang valleys. Its major tributaries include the Mangde Chhu and Bumthang Chhu.
The Puna Tsang Chhu, a vital river in central Bhutan, is formed by the confluence of
the Pho Chhu and Mo Chhu near Punakha. The Wang Chhu, also known as the Raidak,
traverses western Bhutan, passing through the valleys of Paro, Thimphu, and Haa. The
Amo Chhu, or Torsa, is another significant river in the west. These rivers are not only
crucial for agriculture and irrigation but also offer thrilling opportunities for rafting and
kayaking.

Bhutan's unique geography contributes to its incredible biodiversity. The country's
varied altitudinal range, from 150 meters to over 7,500 meters, supports a remarkable
diversity of ecosystems. The southern regions are characterized by subtropical forests,
teeming with life, including elephants, rhinoceros, and Bengal tigers. As you ascend,
these transition into temperate forests of broadleaf and conifer trees, where
rhododendrons bloom in spectacular displays and species like the red panda and the
takin, Bhutan's national animal, roam. Above 4,000 meters, the landscape gives way
to alpine meadows, rich with grasses and herbs, and home to resilient wildlife such as
the snow leopard and blue sheep.

This ecological richness is further emphasized by the fact that over 70% of Bhutan is
covered by forests. The country boasts more than 5,600 species of vascular plants,
with a significant number being native and endemic to Bhutan. It's also a
birdwatcher's paradise, with over 700 species recorded, including many rare and
endangered ones, as Bhutan lies on a major migratory route.

Traveling through Bhutan’s terrain is an experience in itself. Roads often climb high on
hillsides as they navigate steep valleys and narrow gorges. Trekking trails, too, are

rarely straightforward, featuring challenging ascents and descents over varied terrain,
from boulder fields to scree. While altitude sickness is a common concern for travelers
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to high-altitude destinations, it is relatively rare in Bhutan for cultural tours, as most
valleys are below 2,500 meters (8,200 feet). However, for those embarking on treks
that reach higher altitudes, it's essential to acclimatize slowly and stay hydrated.

The landscape also influences Bhutanese daily life and traditional practices. The
isolated valleys have historically fostered a strong sense of community and preserved
unique local customs. Farmers meticulously terrace hillsides to cultivate crops,
adapting their practices to the challenging mountain environment. The clear, rushing
rivers are revered, not just as sources of water and power, but as living entities
imbued with spiritual significance. Bhutanese people possess a deep-seated respect
for the natural world, seeing mountains, rivers, and trees as homes to spirits and
deities. This traditional reverence forms the bedrock of their profound commitment to
environmental conservation, a principle woven into the very fabric of their society.
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