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TRADITIONAL BUDDHIST CULTURE, PASTORAL WALKS,         
REMOTE VILLAGES, FORTRESSES AND MONASTERIES  
Bhutan is a nation steeped in ancient customs, yet measures its success by remarkably progressive 
standards—“Gross National Happiness.” Through a strict policy of  limited tourism (approximately 
40,000 travelers are allowed annually), Bhutan has consciously cultivated both a guarded 
traditional culture and one of  the world’s most well-tended natural environments. 

Few destinations throughout history have generated the stir of  anticipation among travelers 
worldwide that Bhutan created when it tentatively cracked its door ajar in the 1970s. Though 
more accessible these days, Bhutan still possesses an intoxicating sense of  seclusion from the rest of  
the world. We invite you to seize the day and experience this fascinating nation firsthand through 
the eyes of  the gracious and friendly local people.

INDULGE YOUR 
WANDERLUST
Ø Tour iconic monasteries and dzongs (Bhutanese 

monastery-fortresses)

Ø Step into the shoes of  a rice farmer as you witness 
day-to-day rural life

Ø Make a pilgrimage to the striking Tiger’s 
Nest Monastery

Ø Learn about Bhutan’s complex history at the 
National Museum and Folk Heritage Museum

Ø Visit a traditional fertility shrine, popular with 
young Bhutanese couples

Ø Get acquainted with Bhutan’s quixotic national 
animal, the moose-like Takin

Ø Tour with an expert on Bhutanese history 
and culture

TRAVEL SOLO
We have progressive policies for solo travelers joining 
our small group trips. 

For details visit atj.com/group-trips.

BOOK EARLY. BOOK OFTEN.
Reward your travel addiction with 5% discounts for 
early bookings and repeat travelers on small group trips. 
For details visit atj.com/group-trips.

BHUTAN

Paro Taktshang or “Tiger’s Nest”

INSIDE THE DRAGON KINGDOM

Small Group Trip    7 Days

Punakha
Thimphu

Paro

Phobjikha Valley

Himalayas

BHUTAN
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DAILY ITINERARY
Note: Initials B, L, D after each day’s descriptions indicate which meals are included 
in the land cost of  the trip.

DAY 1 PARO / THIMPHU
Welcome to Bhutan. Paro is astonishingly pastoral for the seat of  an 
international airport. The airport road terminates in an archery field; 
houses are built in traditional style, painted with colorful designs, and the 
sense of  tranquil serenity that defines this land is apparent at once. 

In Paro, explore the collection of  historic artifacts at the National 
Museum (Ta Dzong) and visit the impressive Paro Dzong that dominates 
the valley. It is one of  the finest representations of  distinctive Bhutanese 
architecture. This beautiful structure, like all dzongs (monastery-
fortresses) in Bhutan, is both a religious institution and the seat of  
government affairs, a uniquely Bhutanese melding of  church and state. 

Then drive to Thimphu, the capital of  Bhutan. Thimphu has a 
population of  approximately 100,000, composed of  monks, the royal 
family, government and civil service, and a growing middle class. 
Small and secluded, the city is exceptionally tranquil, despite recent 
signs of  development. It reveals a strong traditional character in its 
architecture and is, remarkably, without traffic lights. The single light 
that was installed in 1999 was greeted with general dismay as “ugly and 
impersonal.” The light was removed and the human traffic director put 
back in place. 

Upon arrival in Thimphu, settle into your accommodations and then 
reconvene for a welcome dinner. 

Overnight at the Le Meridien Hotel (L,D)

Located in the heart of  the capital city, Thimphu, the Le Méridien Thimphu invites 
you to engage and discover the legendary ‘Land of  the Thunder Dragon.’ The 78 
spaciously appointed guest rooms and suites are culturally inspired, yet decidedly chic 
and contemporary.

DAY 2 THIMPHU
Begin today with a visit to the valley viewpoint at Sangay Gang for 
a wonderful panoramic view of  the city. En route, stop at the Takin 
Sanctuary. The Takin, Bhutan’s national animal, looks like a cross 
between a gnu and a musk deer and continues to befuddle taxonomists, 
who cannot quite relate it to any other animal. The famous biologist 
George Schaller called it a “bee-stung moose,” referring to its humped 
nose and similarity in size to the North American moose. Taxonomists 
have now put it into a class of  its own, Budorcas taxicolor.

Stop in at the Zilukha Nunnery to grasp the role of  women in Bhutan’s 
spiritual realm. Then witness the faithful making their prayerful 
circumambulations of  the Memorial Chorten, built in honor of  Bhutan’s 
beloved third king, Jigme Dorji Wangchuck, who abolished serfdom, and 
is generally credited with encouraging the modernization of  Bhutan in 
the 1970s. Also visit the Folk Heritage Museum for more insight into 
Bhutanese history.

Enjoy lunch at a local restaurant and afterwards stroll around the 

Golden statues of  Buddhist deity in Thimphu, Bhutan.

TRIP OVERVIEW
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pleasant park encircling the Kuenselphordang, the world’s largest sitting 
Buddha, who keeps watch over the Thimphu Valley.

Finish the day with a visit to the Tashichhodzong, the seat of  royal, 
administrative and religious power in Bhutan. This capitol building is the 
office of  the reigning king, Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuk and the Je 
Khenpo (the supreme religious leader), who rules side-by-side to provide 
for their people’s secular and spiritual well-being. The democratically 
elected Prime Minister is the head of  the government and occupies an 
office in the parliament building, located just across the river. Bhutan’s 
unique approach to governance advocates a new paradigm for measuring 
the wealth of  nations in “Gross National Happiness,” which champions 
individual and environmental wellness over materialism.

Overnight at the Le Meridien Hotel (B,L,D)

DAY 3 PUNAKHA 
Today, depart Thimphu on the approximately two-and-a-half  hour drive 
over Dochula Pass (10,300 ft.) to the lower valley of  Punakha. Stop at 
the pass for hot tea and a chance to stretch your legs. One hundred and 
eight stupas have been erected here by the Queen Mother along with a 
magnificent temple.

In Punakha, take a short walk to Chimi Lhakhang, a fertility shrine, 
built in the 15th century. Hopeful young couples wanting children still 
frequent the shrine, making offerings to its builder, the notoriously 
playful and beloved saint, Lama Drukpa Kunley, also known as the “the 
Divine Madman.” His humorous and shocking antics and many sexual 
exploits were meant to shake up a stodgy clergy and reveal the true 
nature of  Buddhism to the people. The cheerful flying phallus that one 
sees painted on homes throughout Bhutan is a tribute to this saint, whose 
presence distracts and thus repels evil spirits. 

Also visit the beautiful Punakha Dzong, the winter residence of  the 
central monastic body. The dzong was damaged by fire in 1986, but 
recently renovated using traditional building techniques that eschew the 
use of  nails, plans or power tools.

Overnight at the Dhensa Boutique Resort (B,L,D)

Dhensa Punakha marries contemporary design with this Himalayan Kingdom's 
ancient and alluring ways.  At the core of  the Dhensa Punakha philosophy lies the 
sense of  innocence and peace that permeates everything about Bhutan. 

DAY 4 PUNAKHA
This morning, take a short drive into the countryside and then enjoy a 
walk of  about 30 minutes uphill to Khasum Yuelley Namgel Chorten. 
This chorten was commissioned by the Queen Mother to offer protection 
for her son. Currently eight-and-a-half  years into the building process, it 
provides an interesting glimpse of  Bhutan’s fine architectural and artistic 
traditions.

Next enjoy a lovely walk along the river, crossing the suspension 
bridge and strolling through lush farmland and homesteads up to Bale 
Lhakhang, a small temple, with sweeping views of  the Punakha valley.

After lunch, visit the Nalanda Buddhist Institute and the village of  
Talo.  If  interested, you can hike down to your hotel from here using the 
traditional route walked by the villagers for centuries to visit the dzong.

Or embark on an approximately two-hour drive to the vast Phobjikha 
Valley, a designated conservation area that borders Black Mountain 
National Park. This area is known for the migration of  black-necked 
cranes that winter in this area. In addition, it is also home to barking 
deer, wild boar, black bears, leopards and foxes. En route, stop at 
Gangtey Goemba, a beautiful monastery spectacularly situated at an 
altitude of  nearly 10,000 feet overlooking Phobjikha’s lush, rolling hills 
surrounded by snowcapped peaks. 

Late this afternoon, return to Punakha and reconvene as a group for 
dinner.

Overnight at the Dhensa Boutique Resort (B,L,D)

Delectable momos (dumplings).

Thimphu is refreshingly tranquil for a capital city.
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DAY 5 PUNAKHA / PARO
Following breakfast, depart Punakha on the five-hour drive to Paro 
stopping in Thimphu for lunch and to visit the local market. Alive with 
noise and color as the local people come to shop and socialize, this is a 
wonderful opportunity to witness daily life in the capital. 

In Paro, take a stroll or see if  you stumble upon locals practicing archery 
(the national sport). We will then visit the home of  a local farming 
family to learn about their daily life, witness their traditions and enjoy 
conversation, local snacks and tea.

Finish the day with a visit to Kyichu Lhakhang. Bhutanese lore says that 
this temple was one of  108 temples built in a single day in the year 659 
by Songtsen Gampo of  Tibet for the specific purpose of  pinning down 
an ogress who, covering all of  Bhutan and Tibet, was impeding the 
spread of  Buddhism in the area. 

Pilgrims come from all over the region to worship at this sacred site. 

Overnight at the Zhiwa Ling Hotel (B,L,D)

This beautiful property features traditional Bhutanese architecture while offering 
international standard facilities and luxury in a stunning environment. Envisioned 
and created by a local Bhutanese company, the hotel’s elaborate hand-carved 
wooden cornices and masterful stonework coexist beautifully with cutting-edge 
telecommunication systems and Swedish under-floor heating.

DAY 6 PARO
Rise early and depart for Taktshang (Tiger’s Nest) Monastery. The icon 
of  Bhutan, this monastery clings to a cliff  almost 3,000 feet above the 
Paro Valley floor. The mountainside viewpoint for this dramatic, sacred 
site is accessible by a walk of  about four to five hours, round-trip. You 
will set out on foot, but a pony can be arranged for the upward journey 
for those so inclined. Lunch will be served at the Tea House, located at 

the midway point to the monastery. Relax and enjoy the  
phenomenal views.

If  you prefer a less strenuous option, you can opt for an excursion to the 
Haa Valley to experience traditional village life

Enjoy a farewell dinner at our hotel this evening. 

Overnight at the Zhiwa Ling Hotel (B,L,D)

DAY 7 PARO / HOME OR EXTEND
This morning, fly home or begin a customized extension program  
in Asia. (B)

Traditional and contemporary styles meld seamlessly at the Zhiwa Ling Hotel in Paro.

Unique Bhutanese architecture is embraced by temples and hotels alike.
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the right to add special guests to any departure, including those with the 
maximum number of  participants. If  a group falls below 6 participants, 
your Travel Expert will contact you to discuss your options—either 
converting the itinerary to a Custom Journey or transferring your booking 
to another Small Group Departure. Per our Terms & Conditions, we 
cannot be held responsible for additional expenses (air ticket changes and 
fees, visa fees, medical expenses, etc.) incurred by group members whose 
trip is cancelled or re-scheduled for any reason. We strongly advise against 
the purchase of  non-changeable and/or non-refundable airfares and urge 
you to purchase comprehensive travel insurance. 

4. WHAT ABOUT THE WEATHER?
Spring and fall are the best times to travel in Bhutan. March through 
May, expect a profusion of  wildflowers, especially rhododendrons. 
Scattered showers are common as are daytime highs around 75-85 °F 
and nighttime lows around 50-65 °F. September through November is 
the dry season. However be prepared for the possibility of  light showers 
in September. Expect cool, clear skies with daytime temperatures around 
55-70 °F and nighttime lows around 45-55 °F. Cold snaps are not 
uncommon—be prepared for chilly temperatures and even snow.

5. SHOULD I EXERCISE BEFORE GOING ON THE 
TRIP? 
It is always good to begin a journey in as good a shape as possible. It 
will contribute to your general well being and enjoyment of  the trip. 
More important than your physical condition however, is a  
flexible attitude.

6. WHAT ABOUT SHOPPING IN BHUTAN? 
Shop for hand-woven textiles, baskets, wood-carvings, thangkas (painted 
silk icons), masks, jewelry and handmade paper items. Please buy 
cautiously: gemstones or antiques may not be authentic. And please 
refrain from buying anything derived from endangered species.

TOUR LEADERS
Our hand-picked Tour Leaders are the best in the business, possessing 
an unparalleled understanding of  our destinations’ art, culture and 
history. They also boast skills in one of  the most important parts of  any 
trip—human interaction. That, along with their intimate knowledge and 
enthusiasm, distinguishes our Tour Leaders from others in the industry.

EXPERIENCE COUNTS
Our expertise in Bhutan is second to none. That’s why we are the 
tour operator of  choice in Bhutan for notable institutions such as 
the American Museum of  Natural History, Princeton University, 
Yale Alumni Association, and the World Wildlife Fund, as well as for 
discerning individuals.

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

1. HOW STRENUOUS IS THE TRIP? 
This is a gently paced tour. Some walking is required but all hikes are 
optional. Expect quite a bit of  driving. Some drives are long and could 
be difficult for those prone to motion sickness. Elevations range from 
an average of  7,500 feet to drives over mountain passes just below 
12,000 feet. Due to the high elevation on this journey, we require you 
to sign a High Altitude Waiver prior to traveling.

2. WHERE DO WE STAY? 
Our accommodations are selected for their ambiance and accessibility 
to interesting experiences. Expect traditional Bhutanese-style lodges 
with private baths. We will stay at a small luxury boutique hotel in Paro 
and the enchanting Taj Tashi Hotel in Thimphu. Size and location 
of  the rooms may vary at all locations. Please be aware that at all 
accommodations, the cuisine is tasty but may lack variety, particularly for 
those with dietary restrictions.

3. WHAT IS THE GROUP SIZE? 
We travel in small groups, between 6 and 18 participants. We strive 
to provide the best possible travel experience and believe large groups 
preclude an intimate cultural experience. Please note that we reserve 

“ Our Tour Leader was great at sharing his knowledge, 
engaging us with what we found interesting or new, and 
giving us space to go alone at our own pace when we wished.”                                                
— Susan S., Small Group Travelers, 2016

SEASONED EXPERTS
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EXCLUSIONS
All airfare. Estimates do not include current taxes and surcharges and 
are subject to change without notice.

Visas. It is your responsibility to obtain necessary visas for any additional 
destinations visited during your travels. Please visit atj.com/visas  
for assistance. 

All snacks, extra personal beverages & bottled water, etc. other than 
during designated group meals.

Passport, video fees, excess baggage fees, laundry, medical and 
evacuation expenses and any other items of  a personal nature not 
specifically included above.

Tips for your tour leader are not included but are greatly appreciated. 
We suggest as a guideline the figure of  $20 per person per day. 

ADDITIONAL INSURANCE OF ANY KIND, including trip 
cancellation/interruption/delay, additional medical, and lost baggage 
insurance. (We highly recommend that you purchase these items!) 

Any and all expenses resulting from delays arising beyond our direct 
control due to bad weather, trail, river, sea, and/or road conditions; 
sickness; government action; and any other transportation delays for any 
reason beyond our direct control. 

Sufficient funds should be carried for this possibility. Credits may not be 
available for group arrangements missed for the previous reasons. 

Optional activities, free-day activities, including any additional stopover 
arrangements not specifically included in the group itinerary. We can of  
course make additional arrangements for you. Extra charges will apply.

Note: Prices subject to change. Itinerary and all terms & conditions subject to 
change without notice, either before departure or after commencement of  the program. 
Due to frequent changes in air schedules and the complex nature of  this itinerary, the 
possibility does exist that the order of  events may change from what is reflected herein. 
All programs are subject to the ‘Terms and Conditions’ and ‘Responsibilities’ sections 
of  our sign-up packet.

INCLUSIONS
Guaranteed departures for all group trips with a minimum of   
6 passengers.

Twin-sharing accommodations. In the unlikely event that specified hotels 
are not available for a given departure, we reserve the right to make 
suitable same-class substitutions without notice. 

Single Supplement: A single supplement must be paid under the 
following conditions: 1. If  single accommodations are requested, (once 
requested, single supplement changes are not allowed without prior 
approval, or penalties may apply) or: 2. If  we cannot match you with a 
same gender roommate, or: 3. If  you reject your roommate either before 
or during the trip (a room of  your own is not guaranteed in this instance, 
and is subject to availability). 

Visa. Your Bhutan entry visa will be arranged by our Bhutanese partner.

Meals as designated on the itinerary, when taken with the group. Non-
alcoholic beverages, bottled water and local beer included with all group 
meals. Bottled water included during all touring.

Airport transfers for group flights; all transfers to and from hotels for 
group activities and sightseeing tours unless you separate from the group 
after the completion of  the group activity. 

All tips for ground staff, drivers, and hotel porters, etc. Members 
requiring special or additional services from ground staff  should plan to 
tip accordingly. 

Entrance fees, camera fees, domestic and international airport departure 
taxes for group flights, domestic permits.

Pre-departure materials, including a customized Travel Guide with 
background information, packing list, cultural primer, medical 
information and reading list. 

A $300,000 Emergency Medical Evacuation policy, and a $5,000 
Emergency Medical Insurance and Assistance policy.

THE FINE PRINT
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TRIP OVERVIEW

INTERNAL AIR
Prices are approximate and subject to change until ticketed.

INCLUDES 
High-end hotels and comfortable lodges in remote areas, expert tour 
leadership, meals, medical and evacuation insurance, etc.

See Inclusions for complete list.

INTERNATIONAL AIR
Please call our in-house air department for a current quote.

DESTINATIONS
Paro, Thimphu, Punakha

CUSTOMIZE IT
This itinerary can be made into a private, custom journey tailored to 
your dates and preferences. Or add on a private pre-trip or  
post-trip extension.

TRAVEL SOLO
We have progressive policies for solo travelers joining our small group 
trips.

For details visit atj.com/group-trips.

BOOK YOUR BHUTAN ADVENTURE

TRIPS AT A GLANCE

Departure
Date

Single
Supplement

Apr 30 – May 6, 2019   

Oct 22 – 28, 2019    

$3,775  

$4,635

BOOK YOUR TRIP
Call or email a Travel Expert to collaborate on creating 
your custom trip of  a lifetime.

travel@atj.com 
800-642-2742

Young friends show off their traditional Bhutanese dress.

Land
Cost

$2,155

$1,890


