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From the iconic Tiger's Nest to remote eastern valleys, Bhutan offers diverse destinations for every traveler.
Most first-time visitors focus on western Bhutan, while repeat visitors explore the less-traveled east. Here are

our top 10 must-visit destinations in the Land of the Thunder Dragon.

1. Paro Valley

Home to the iconic Tiger's Nest Monastery (Paro Taktsang), Bhutan's only international airport, and the historic Paro Dzong.
The valley is surrounded by rice paddies and forested hills, with excellent hiking opportunities. The Tiger's Nest hike is a must-

do for every visitor - a challenging but rewarding 4-5 hour round trip to one of the world's most photographed monasteries.

Pro Tips

o Start Tiger's Nest hike early morning (7 AM) to avoid crowds

 Visit the National Museum in the watchtower above Rinpung Dzong
e Explore Kyichu Lhakhang - one of Bhutan's oldest temples

o Stop at the cafeteria halfway up for tea with a view

o Allow at least 2-3 days in Paro

2. Thimphu
The capital city blends tradition with modernity while remaining the world's only capital without traffic lights. Visit the giant

Buddha Dordenma statue (169 feet tall), Tashichho Dzong (the seat of government), Memorial Chorten where locals gather for

prayers, and the vibrant weekend market for local produce and handicrafts.
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Pro Tips

o Weekend market runs Saturday-Sunday - don't miss it

e See the Takin Preserve - Bhutan's unusual national animal

e Evening stroll at Memorial Chorten to see locals circumambulating
o Visit the Folk Heritage Museum for traditional house tour

o Try the nightlife along Norzin Lam street

3. Punakha

The stunning Punakha Dzong sits majestically at the confluence of the Mo Chhu (Mother River) and Pho Chhu (Father River),
considered Bhutan's most beautiful fortress-monastery. The valley has a warmer, subtropical climate and is known for rice

cultivation. The scenic drive from Thimphu crosses the Dochula Pass with its 108 memorial stupas.

Pro Tips

o Walk the 160-meter suspension bridge over the river

¢ Visit Chimi Lhakhang - the fertility temple for blessings

e Best visited in spring (March-April) for rhododendron blooms
e Rafting on the Mo Chhu river for adventure seekers

e Stay overnight to experience the dzong lit up at night

4. Bumthang

The spiritual heartland of Bhutan comprising four valleys (Chokhor, Tang, Ura, and Chumey) rich in Buddhist history and
legend. Home to some of Bhutan's oldest temples including Jambay Lhakhang (7th century), Kurjey Lhakhang, and the sacred

"Burning Lake" (Mebar Tsho) where Pema Lingpa discovered hidden treasures.

Pro Tips

e Try local Red Panda beer and Swiss-style cheese

o Visit during Jambay Lhakhang Drup festival (November)
o Excellent for day hikes through villages and forests

o Explore the Tang Valley for off-beaten-path experience

¢ Visit the Burning Lake at sunrise for mystical atmosphere

5. Haa Valley

One of Bhutan's most pristine and least visited valleys, Haa was only opened to tourists in 2002. The valley is known for its

untouched natural beauty, traditional villages, and the sacred Lhakhang Karpo (White Temple) and Lhakhang Nagpo (Black
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Temple). The drive from Paro crosses Chelela Pass (3,988m), the highest motorable pass in Bhutan.

Pro Tips

e Visit during Haa Summer Festival (July) for traditional sports and culture

e Chelela Pass offers stunning views and yak herders

Perfect for those seeking authentic, uncrowded experiences
o Day trip possible from Paro but overnight stay recommended

e Try the local Hoentay buckwheat dumplings

6. Phobjikha Valley (Gangtey)

A glacial valley at 3,000m elevation, Phobjikha is famous as the winter home of endangered black-necked cranes that migrate
from Tibet each October. The valley offers stunning landscapes, the historic Gangtey Goemba monastery, and excellent nature

trails through pristine wetlands.

Pro Tips

e Best crane-watching: late October to mid-February

o Attend the Black-Necked Crane Festival (November 11)
e Gangtey Nature Trail is a beautiful 4-hour hike

e Visit the Crane Information Center

e Stay in a traditional farmhouse for authentic experience

7. Wangdue Phodrang

A strategic town at the junction of three valleys, Wangdue is known for its dzong (currently being rebuilt after 2012 fire),
bamboo craft, and access to remote areas. The Phobjikha Valley and central Bhutan are accessed through Wangdue, making it

an important transit point.

Pro Tips

e Stop at the new Wangdue Dzong reconstruction project
e Famous for bamboo products and stone carvings

e Rinchengang village offers traditional pottery

o Gateway to Phobjikha and Black Mountain National Park

e Try the local rice wine (ara)

8. Trongsa
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The ancestral home of Bhutan's royal family, Trongsa sits at the strategic center of the country. The magnificent Trongsa

Dzong, spanning an entire ridge, is one of Bhutan's most impressive fortresses. The Ta Dzong watchtower now houses an

excellent museum dedicated to the monarchy.

Pro Tips

o Visit the Tower of Trongsa Museum for royal history

e Trongsa Dzong is architecturally stunning - allow 2 hours
e Stop at Chendebji Chorten (Nepal-style stupa) en route

o Gateway to Bumthang - break your journey here

e Watch for langur monkeys in the forests

9. Trashigang (Eastern Bhutan)

The largest dzongkhag (district) in eastern Bhutan, Trashigang is known for its warmer climate, diverse ethnic groups, and
traditional weaving. The east sees very few tourists, offering an authentic glimpse into rural Bhutanese life. Trashigang Dzong

overlooks the confluence of two rivers.

Pro Tips

e Famous for raw silk and intricate textile weaving

Visit Rangjung for the impressive monastery
e Merak and Sakteng are home to semi-nomadic Brokpa people
e Requires 2-3 days travel from Paro

e Best combined with a comprehensive 14+ day tour

10. Lhuentse

The ancestral home of Bhutan's queens, Lhuentse is renowned for the finest textile weaving in the country, particularly the
kishuthara (brocade) patterns. This remote eastern district offers pristine landscapes, genuine hospitality, and a window into

traditional Bhutanese life unchanged for centuries.

Pro Tips

o Visit weaving workshops for authentic textiles

e Lhuentse Dzong is dramatically perched on a cliff
« Khoma village is the center of fine weaving

e Very few tourists - expect genuine interactions

¢ Combine with Trashigang for eastern Bhutan circuit
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Planning Your Route

Strategic route planning ensures you make the most of your time in Bhutan while minimizing long drives.

« Western Circuit (5-7 days): Paro - Thimphu - Punakha - Phobjikha = Paro. Perfect for first-time visitors covering all

major highlights.

« Central Extension (9-12 days): Add Trongsa and Bumthang to the western circuit for spiritual sites and local culture.

« East-West Traverse (14-21 days): Cross Bhutan from Paro to Trashigang (or vice versa), experiencing diverse

landscapes and cultures.

« Loop Planning: Bhutan has one main highway. Plan loops where possible to avoid repeating routes - Haa makes a good

addition to western trips.

Travel Tip: Allow at least two nights in major destinations. Single-night stays mean too much time in vehicles.

Off-the-Beaten-Path Gems

Beyond the top 10, these lesser-known destinations reward adventurous travelers with authentic experiences.

« Phobjikha's Hidden Villages: Beyond Gangtey, explore remote hamlets like Gogona and Khotokha for traditional

farmstays away from other tourists.

« Zhemgang: "Bhutan's Wild East" with pristine forests, rare wildlife, and virtually no tourism infrastructure. For the truly

adventurous.

« Merak-Sakteng: Home to the Brokpa people with distinct dress, customs, and yak-herding lifestyle. Requires trekking to

access.

« Nubi Valley (Trongsa): Recently opened to visitors, offering pristine landscapes and traditional villages without tourist

crowds.

Note: Remote destinations require longer journeys and basic accommodation. Discuss with your operator to set realistic

expectations.

Best Destinations by Interest

Choose destinations based on your primary interests to create your ideal Bhutan experience.

« For Photographers: Punakha (dzong reflections), Dochula Pass (108 stupas with mountain backdrop), Tiger's Nest

(iconic monastery), Phobjikha (cranes and valley views).
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« For History Buffs: Bumthang (ancient temples), Trongsa (royal heritage), Thimphu (national institutions), Paro (historic

dzongs and museums).

« For Nature Lovers: Phobjikha (cranes), Haa (pristine alpine), Bumthang (forests and valleys), Zhemgang (wildlife).

« For Textile Enthusiasts: Lhuentse (kishuthara silk), Trashigang (raw silk), Bumthang (yathra wool), Thimphu (handicraft

markets).

Customization Tip: Share your interests with your tour operator to build an itinerary around your passions.

Seasonal Destination Guide

Different seasons reveal different facets of each destination.

o Spring (March-May): Punakha and Dochula Pass explode with rhododendrons. Lower Paro Valley showcases apple and

peach blossoms. Best overall visibility for mountain views.

« Summer (June-August): Bumthang and high valleys are lush and green. Eastern Bhutan is most accessible. Expect

afternoon rain but dramatic cloud formations.

« Autumn (September-November): Crystal-clear skies everywhere. Phobjikha welcomes black-necked cranes (late

October). Festival season brings Thimphu and Paro alive.

+« Winter (December-February): Snow dusts high passes and dzongs. Punakha's warmer climate makes it ideal. Fewer

tourists mean more intimate experiences.

Festival Tip: Plan around major tshechus for the most vibrant cultural experiences - but book 4-6 months ahead.

Frequently Asked Questions

How many days do | need in Bhutan?

Minimum 5 days to see western highlights (Paro, Thimphu, Punakha). 7-9 days allows a more relaxed pace with Haa or Phobjikha.

12+ days to reach Bumthang and central Bhutan. 14-21 days for eastern Bhutan exploration.

Which destinations are best for first-time visitors?

The western circuit covering Paro (Tiger's Nest), Thimphu (capital), Punakha (beautiful dzong), and Phobjikha (cranes) is ideal.

These destinations have the best infrastructure and represent Bhutan's highlights.
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Can | visit eastern Bhutan on a short trip?

Not recommended. Reaching Trashigang from Paro takes 2-3 days each way due to mountain roads. For a meaningful eastern

Bhutan experience, plan at least 14 days to allow travel time and proper exploration.

What's the best route for a 7-day trip?

Day 1-2: Paro (arrival, Tiger's Nest). Day 3: Thimphu sightseeing. Day 4: Dochula Pass to Punakha. Day 5: Punakha, drive to
Phobjikha. Day 6: Phobjikha, return to Paro. Day 7: Departure. This covers major highlights without rushing.

Which destinations are best for photography?

Punakha (dzong reflections at sunrise), Dochula Pass (108 stupas with Himalayan backdrop), Paro Tiger's Nest (iconic monastery),

Phobjikha (cranes, valley landscapes), and festival locations during tshechus.

Are any areas restricted for tourists?

Most of Bhutan is accessible. Some military areas near borders, wildlife sanctuaries during breeding seasons, and certain sacred

sites may have restrictions. Your guide will know current access rules.

Need More Information?

Contact our Bhutan travel experts for personalized advice.

bywaysinquiry@gmail.com | +975 77 220 614 | www.byways.bt
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