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social climbers

Duncan Forgan has an uplifting experience in more ways than one when he takes a pilgrimage to the mountains and monasteries of Bhutan

In Bhutan, the line between reality and myth is blurry. High up here on the roof of the world, adult guides talk humorously, but warily, about the ferociousness of female Yetis while lusty holy men are honoured in temples by giant phalluses

and bottles of wine. It’s fitting, then, that I’m starting off my own odyssey in the Himalayan kingdom with a brisk climb to Taktshang Goemba, the famous ‘Tiger’s Nest’ monastery discovered by a tigress-rid-ing deity while in the process of vanquishing a demon. Colourful legends come thick and fast here, as I’m already discovering.



Like many, I had but a cursory knowledge of Bhu-tan before visiting. Rounding out my pre-trip dossier was a working understanding of the Buddhist culture that permeates life in the kingdom. This, I’d heard, was a place where tiny slivers of road split into two so traffic can circumambulate stupas, ancient struc-tures containing relics, in a ritually correct clockwise direction, and where devout believers disappear into the mountains to meditate for months on end. Could there be a better destination, I thought, for an easily agitated Thailand-based scribe to realign himself with the natural pulses of the universe?
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In the following week, I trekked to hilltop monas-teries, prostrated myself at altars and viewed the outstanding mountain scenery through a prism of fluttering prayer flags, with tinkling temple bells and chanting a welcomingly familiar soundtrack. All these factors — allied to some sumptuous accommodation

— offered blissful respite for my busy mind.

The more earthly side of the country’s personality was, however, equally uplifting. In the capital, Thim-phu, markets selling beads, Buddhas, prayer wheels and other religious ephemera co-exist with galleries, hip bookshops and a lively nightlife scene. Unmis-takably contemporary is the chic new Le Méridien Thimphu, the largest hotel in the country.

It’s heartening to discover that many locals are far from pious when it comes to spirituality. On the way from Thimphu to the former capital Punakha, we stop for a tea break at the summit of Dochula. The high pass is notable for the 360° view it offers of pine-clad hills and snow-capped mountains. It is also famous as the place where philandering guru Drukpa Kunley — better known as the Divine Mad-man — subdued a ferocious demoness with his ver-satile phallus, referred to in Bhutanese legend as the ‘thunderbolt of flaming wisdom’.

Known as ‘the saint of 5,000 women’, Kunley was



hardly a paragon of virtue, but his unconventional
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approach to attaining enlightenment seems more
perilously

appealing to me than hunkering down with a man-
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tra in a remote cave.
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The guru’s enduring popularity can be observed at
Goemba, aka the

Chimi Lhakhang Temple at the head of the Punakha
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Valley. Built on a site blessed by Kunley, the temple is
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visited each year by thousands of women who are
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seeking children. To bless these hopeful pilgrims, the
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presiding Lama gently taps their head with a ten-
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inch ivory, wood and bone phallus. Whatever this is,
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While Kunley’s influence is strong here, I am less
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impressed by his magical thunderbolt than I am by
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the mighty Punakha Dzong. A type of fortress found
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in Bhutan and southern Tibet, dzongs traditionally
and about

multitasked as military, administrative and religious

centres, with monks sharing space with soldiers and

policy wonks. Whether this arrangement ever caused

friction is not widely documented. But at Punakha,

at least, there was plenty of room for everyone.

Located at the confluence of the Mo Chhu and Pho

Chhu rivers, the whitewashed edifice, which served

as the capital and seat of government until Thimphu

got the top job in the 1950s, is around 180 metres

long, 72 metres wide and six storeys high. 
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