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Bhutan: A Journey In The Happy Land

% Ketaki Rajan Jayakar >
BEERBERBEEBEERBERBEEBEEBEEREERBEEBEEREER

Summer Holidays
. have always excited
| me even at the age of
! sixty plus.

| decided on
M Bhutan as my
{ destination and
B2% alongwith six other
B like minded couples
M we booked our tickets
8l with Veena World.

: T We were received at
the airport by their Manager with a lovely hamper
of dry snacks consisting of banana wafers,
chakli, chivda and a whole lot of goodies.
According to me that itself was a wonderful
beginning. Travelling means eating from the
word go!

Bombay to Delhi, then to Bagdogra the
flight was very pleasant. (Folks remember when
you are flying into the Himalayas the weather is
extremely unpredicatable, so chose the early
part of May). At Bagdogra we were received by
the Tour Manager Kunal Shinde, a very young
and bright lad, extremely patient and helpful.
We had Innova Cars, one for six of us. The
journey from Bagdogra to Phuntsholing was very
beautiful. The roads were smooth and were
flanked on one side by a continuous canal and
on the side with swaying fields of rice and other
tall trees. We reached the first city in Bhutan
i.e. Phuntsholing by about 6p.m. Hot cup of tea
awaited us and we were allotted our rooms and
our bags were sent to our respective rooms. The
hotel was first class, with a huge swimming pool
and large compound surrounded by tall trees.

Next morning we had to obtain our visitor's
permit so we all went to the Tourist Office to
obtain the permit. Thanks to Veena World that
was taken care of within an hour and then we
were on our journey into the Happy Land of
Bhutan. The journey from Phuntsholling to
Thimphu is indeed very long and goes up the
winding roads, higher and higher, but if one has
to reach some heights we have to undertake
tortuous journeys patiently. The scenery was
changing constantly with the height. It was
indeed cold. The whole day we were travelling in
the bus. Luckily all our fourteen members were
in one bus so the journey was all the more
enjoyable. For Rajan it was one of a school
picnic since all his school friends from 5B of
Wilson School were in the bus. Late in the
evening we reached Thimphu which is now the
Capital of Bhutan. The Hotel Pine Resort ,
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Wangchu was picture perfect. It had wooden
panelling, a lovely little balcony outside the
room from where one could see the pine tree
with bunches of cones hanging. It was like any
European scene with wooden challets and the
coniferous trees dotting the hillside. That
evening before dinner the whole group was
invited to introduce themselves to the other
members.

Next morning we left for sight seeing.
Thimphu city is a very beautifully laid city with
uniformly constructed buildings with mustard
coloured walls with red windows. It is in the
valley with mountains surrounding it. The first
place was King’'s Memorial Chorten. In Bhutan
the King is highly revered and we began with this
Stupa built to honour the 3 King of Bhutan.lt is
a Tibetan style Stupa which represents the mind
of the Buddha. There is a large open space
around the Stupa for people to perform the
Parikrama and for the first time | saw that there
were wooden planks for the people to prostrate
upon. There were huge prayer wheels in the
compound where the devotees were turning
them. There were butter lamps to be offered for
the departed ancestors. Needless to say that
the place was spick and span inspite of the
thousands of visitors. The Happy Land indeed
has very good vibrations. We had a lovely
Bhutanese Guide Kinley who thankfully spoke
good English and was very knowledgeable. lItis
very important to have a good guide on your
journey whether it may be the journey of life or
in your travels.

From the King's Stupa our travel party

climbed a hill to see the tallest Buddha in the
world. It is about 169 feet high and is made of
bronze and guilded with gold. The mere size is
magnificent, although the precincts are yet to be
completed. It is to be seen to be believed. The
passion with which the workers were working on
it shows the people’s great reverence for
Buddhism. The golden Yakshinis at the foot of
the tall statue add to the beauty and grace of the
site. It surely can become one of the wonders of
the world. The tall Buddha showers his
blessings on the City of Thimphu from whichever
angle you see. We then proceeded to the Zoo to
the national animal Takin which has the head of
a goat and the body of a cow. Can you believe
the national bird is the Raven! Black is
beautiful. In marathi we call it Dom Kawla, but in
Bhutan it is revered. Beauty indeed lies in the
eyes of the Beholder! We saw the clock tower in
the market place.

Then finally at the end of the day at 5p.m.
we went to the Thimphu Dzong. The visitors are
allowed in the Dzong only after working hours.
The king lives in a small bungalow near the
Dzong (his office) and goes home on a cycle. At
times he meets the public and talks to them and
accepts their petitions. The Dzong is a Defence
Fortress which has the Government offices as
well as the religious headquarters. In ancient
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times they were used as defence fortress to
house the soldiers. The Dzongs are huge white
buildings with beautifully painted red/maroon
windows with designs. They have a Tibetan
look. The Thimphu Dzong is the longest Dzong
in Bhutan. (Please wear full sleaved shirts/
blouses and do not cover your hair.) There is a
central courtyard flanked by the two halves
housing the monks and the administrative
Departments. There is a big ceremonial hall
where there is a huge statue of Sakyamuni
Buddha flanked by Guru Padmasambhav and
Shabdung the Tibetan king who came to
Bhutan and unfied it . The decoration of artificial
flowers, the butter oil lamps, the coloured cloth
hangings add to the grandeur and sanctity of
the place . You have to be physically fit to
undertake this journey, because you have to
walk and walk and walk. The steps are steep
and tall. The terrain is hilly and you have to climb
up and down even from your hotel room to the
reception.

From Thimphu we went to Punakha via the
Dochula Pass. 10,000 feet high above the sea
level, it was indeed very cold and then it started
drizzling which made it chilly. Punakha is the
most scenic of them all. Its Dzong is the most
beautiful of all the Dzongs. It is built on the
confluence of the Poshu Moshu Rivers and there
is a lovely bridge to cross over and reach the
place. Awhole row of purple Jacaranda trees in
full bloom welcomed us. The white red and gold
Dzong was breathtaking! There are gold guilted
staircases to climb up to the Dzong. The
staircases are like the ones in a ship ---steep
and touching the wall. Inside the Dzong is the

relic of a Tibetan lama and is preserved for many
many years. All the Dzongs have the same
design. Unfortunately all the dzongs got burnt
down and have been rebuilt from time to time.
The wooden flooring, the cloth hangings and the
butter oil lamps seem to have caused the fire.
We also visited the Baby Temple where people
come with their small babies to thank the deity
for their babies. Itis quite a walk up there, but all
of us went there to thank for our little bundles of
joy.

From Punakha we went to Paro. The oldest
Dzong was there, the Bhutanese Museum and
of course the Tiger Nest Monastery which
none of us were capable of climbing. We went
up to the base camp and could barely see the
monastery hidden amongst the trees about
7,000/8000 feet high above us. We saw
travelers returning from their trek having taken
about six/seven hours to climb up and then
come down. The market down below had very
lovely local things like wind chimes, trinkets,
statuettes etc. The whole atmosphere was so
clean, fresh and energised. We returned to our
hotel to a beautiful Bhutanese -cultural
programme. A small group of a husband and
wife with their three year old son and a few
young girls and boys presented their Dances
including the Mask Dance. Their singing is
amazing coupled with the dance mudras. Their
synchronised singing was like the playing of the
Shehnai, so high and sweet. The little boy too
sang with gusto. Finally all of us ended joining in
the group dance.

Well, all good things had to come to an
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end. We again left for Phuntsholling, stayed at
the Tashi Namgyal Grand hotel, left for
Bagdogra, flew to Delhi, and finally to Bombay.

Friends, can you believe it that on the first
day of my trip, outside the hotel at Phuntsholling
| fell flat on my face and hurt myself very badly,
however with a few enzoflams | was able to
undertake the whole journey comfortably. After
returning to Bombay | found out that | had a
hairline fracture of my hip bone and my leg was
paining!. | think it is only the blessings of my
Masters that saw me through this journey
comfortably.

*
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% Anuradha Simit Desai >
BREBRBBEBBRRBREBBRBREEBERBREBBRRBREEBBRRR

Our travels took us to Sikkim this year, in early
September, and we fell so in love with the land and
its people. Here | attempt to share with you a few
snippets from our journey, an experience really,
through some random clicks. Works of art they
surely are not and do no justice to the actual
landscapes! Please do bear in mind that | am not
skilled at photography, and am really a reluctant
photographer. It was just the unending natural
beauty of the place that inspired me to take so many
pics, most of which are taken from a moving car. Am
sure the magnificence of the place will make up for
the poor pics! And no filters too!

We started our road journey from Bagdogra and
were instantly greeted with a magical land covered
in mist and greens so resplendent, dense foliage in
all shades of green, and forest covered mountains
dark and wet. | just soaked it all in, through my eyes
and ears and skin and mind and soul.... If you have
seen BFG, it was like the land BFG lived in.

Our climb up to Gangtok from Siliguri was for a

The Teesta flowng fast and furious winding
through the mountains.

large part alongside the Teesta and we were treated
to glorious views with every turn of the road. A host
of monkeys seemed to be enjoying the view too!
The snow fed rivers Teesta and its tributary Rangeet
kept us company through our week long journey.
Weary after bumping along roads that were non
— existent, across several landslides, and climbing
steeply, Gangtok was a sight for sore eyes. Its

I et —

Beautiful Gangtok )

colorful houses and winding roads were surely
unique, but oh the cleanliness and traffic discipline!
It is apparently the cleanest city in India, no spitting
or urinating in public places, no litter. No honking,
jumping lanes or signals, no parking mindlessly!
Was | still in India? The people added to the charm
with their polite and ever helpful nature. The crime
rates are very low too and we were able to explore
this city on foot too, by ourselves, feeling
completely safe even after dark.

The army was omnipresent and more so as we
approached the Nathu La pass. They not only look
after the security of the nation, but also the
maintenance of roads through Border Roads
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Bridge built across chasm created by a massive
landslide.

Organization in these geographically challenging
terrains to ensure smooth passage of civilians.
While several roads were blocked due to landslides
and the army was helping in clearing these, here is a
bridge the army built where a section of the road was
wiped away. To cross that wooden bridge was an
adventure in itself, | can still hear the rumble of the
wooden blocks as the car passed over them.

One of the three mountain lakes in Sikkim,
Tsongmo lake or Changu lake as the Bengalis call it,
is situated at an altitude of some 12000 feet. Where
did the water end and clouds begin? We saw real life
yaks for the first time here. These are massive

Tsongmo Lake / Changu Lake

animals obviously built for the terrain. Yak milk,
cheese and meat are pretty popular. The other
mountain lake we visited was Khecheopalri which is
a lake so sacred and serene, that apparently even a
leaf that falls into the water is immediately picked up

by birds.

This temple located at some 14000 feet in the
middle of the mountain with a waterfall roaring by its
side was very inviting. Since the climb seemed modest,
we could not resist. Soon the high altitude had us
huffing and puffing but the views along the way were
rewarding. Surrounded by the majestic Himalayan
range, it was an ideal setting for the temple.

S
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Shiv Mandir near Baba Temple

The chilly weather cried out for cups of hot
chocolate had at leisure during late afternoons,
looking over valleys filled with clouds. What better
way to contemplate life! Tea was a major highlight of
evenings spent playing board games and cards
along with hot pakodas. We actually used a tea cozy
for the first time along with the fancy tea strainer.
Momaos, Maggi, chowmein and the local preparation
Thukpa were part of the staple diet through our visit.
I have always liked momos, now | have had an

Tea service
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overdose!

The rainbow was formed by the spray of water
caught in sunlight. Myriad hues of the ever
changing sky, the green quilt covered mountains,
the play of light and shadow, the water...oh how
could I ever capture all this beauty!! | could only
save it in my mind’s eye.

Since the weather was cloudy and misty,
whether we would actually be able to see these

-

Numerous waterfalls crashing down from lush green
mountains, drenching and refreshing us body and
soul.

peaks in Pelling was a great suspense. And in
keeping with a good suspense drama, there were
several false starts. Oh, is that a snow covered peak?
No, it’sa cloud! Look, the clouds are lifting....will we
see the peaks now? No, the clouds are getting
denser. It’s started raining! It’s getting dark. Until
one early morning as the darkness was slowly
fading, there outside our hotel window we saw the
faint outlines of these majestic peaks emerging. The
clouds gradually parted for the grand finale and
these giants showed themselves. | cannot describe
the exhilaration we felt. Kanchenjunga, the third

e

-

Snow covered peaks

highest peak in the world, is on the right, it’s actually
the smaller one as it is at a distance.

Ancient monasteries nestling in the sides of
huge mountains and prayer flags fluttering against
the sky were routine sights. Buddhism is the most
prominent religion in Sikkim and plays a significant
role in public life. The essence of Buddhism is the
conviction that we have within us at each moment
the ability to overcome any problem or difficulty that
we may encounter in life; a capacity to transform any

suffering. Our lives possess this power because
they are inseparable from the fundamental law that
underlies the workings of all life and the universe. In
Sikkim, all life and the universe does become one.
To chant Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is an act of
faith in the magnitude of life’s inherent possibilities.
It is the principle that those who live normal lives
and make consistent efforts will duly triumph. Nam —
myoho - renge — kyo.
*
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