
Tiger's Nest Hike: The Complete Guide to Taktshang
Monastery
Adventure  8 min read

The Tiger's Nest Monastery (Paro Taktshang) is Bhutan's most iconic landmark and a bucket-list
destination for travelers worldwide. Clinging to a sheer cliff face 900 meters above the Paro Valley floor,
this sacred site is where Guru Rinpoche is said to have flown on the back of a tigress to meditate in a
cave. This guide covers everything you need to know to make the most of your hike.

Quick Facts

DetailInformationElevation3,120m (10,236 ft)Elevation Gain~600m (1,970 ft) from baseDistance~5-6 km
round tripDuration4-6 hours (round trip)DifficultyModerateEntry FeeNu. 2,000 (~$24 USD)Opening Hours8:00
AM - 5:00 PM (closed 1-2 PM)

The Trail Breakdown

The hike can be divided into three distinct sections, each with its own character:

Section 1: Base to Cafeteria (1.5-2 hours)

The trail starts at the base parking lot (2,600m) and winds through a beautiful blue pine forest. This section is
a steady climb with well-maintained paths. You'll pass prayer wheels and catch your first glimpses of the
monastery through the trees. Horses are available for this section.

Section 2: Cafeteria to Viewpoint (30-45 minutes)

From the Taktshang Cafeteria, the trail becomes steeper. You'll reach the famous viewpoint where the
monastery appears impossibly perched on the cliff face. This is where most iconic photos are taken. No horses
beyond this point.

Section 3: Viewpoint to Monastery (30-45 minutes)

The final stretch is the most challenging. You'll descend about 100m to a waterfall, cross a bridge, then climb
700+ steps carved into the rock face. The stairs are steep but have handrails. Take your time and enjoy the
spiritual atmosphere.

Best Time to Hike

Early Morning (7-8 AM start): Recommended. Cooler temperatures, fewer crowds, better lighting for
photos, and you can enjoy a leisurely lunch at the cafeteria on the way down.

Spring (March-May): Wildflowers bloom along the trail. Rhododendrons add color to the forest.

Autumn (September-November): Crisp, clear weather with stunning blue skies. The best visibility.
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Winter (December-February): Cold but clear. Fewer tourists. Possible snow on the upper sections.

Monsoon (June-August): The trail can be slippery and leeches are common. Mist often obscures views,
but the forest is lush and green.

Pro Tips

Avoid midday starts - the afternoon sun makes the climb hot and you may miss the monastery closing
time
Tuesday is often less crowded as many Bhutanese believe it's inauspicious to start journeys

What to Bring

Essentials

Comfortable hiking shoes with good grip (the stairs can be slippery)

Water - at least 1-1.5 liters per person

Sunscreen and sunglasses - the sun is intense at altitude

Light layers - it can be cold at the top even on warm days

Snacks - energy bars, trail mix, fruit

Camera - but note: cameras/phones not allowed inside the monastery

Optional but Helpful

Walking stick - available for rent at the base (Nu. 50-100)

Hat - for sun protection

Small backpack - to carry your belongings

Rain jacket - weather can change quickly in the mountains

Cash - for the cafeteria and horse rental

Horse Rental

Horses are available to ride from the base to the cafeteria (about 2/3 of the way up). This is helpful for those
who find the initial climb challenging.

Cost: Nu. 700-1,000 one way (approximately $8-12 USD)

Availability: First-come, first-served at the base

Important: Horses cannot go beyond the cafeteria - you must walk the final section including all the stairs
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Tip: Consider taking a horse up and walking down to experience both

Important Note

Even with a horse, the final 700+ steps must be walked. If you have knee problems or mobility issues, consult
with your guide about whether this hike is appropriate.

The Taktshang Cafeteria

Located at the viewpoint roughly two-thirds up the trail, the Taktshang Cafeteria is a welcome rest stop with
spectacular views of the monastery.

Menu: Hot meals (fried rice, noodles, momos), sandwiches, coffee, tea, soft drinks, and snacks

Prices: Reasonable - expect to pay Nu. 200-400 for a meal

Seating: Both indoor and outdoor seating with monastery views

Facilities: Clean restrooms available

Tip: Many hikers stop here on the way down for a celebratory meal after visiting the monastery

Entrance Fees & Rules

The monastery complex consists of four main temples and several cave shrines, all built around the cave
where Guru Rinpoche meditated.

Entry Fee: Most international tourists pay Nu. 2,000 (~$24 USD) per person. Children under 18 often
get a 50% discount, and those under 5 are free.

Opening Hours: Generally 8:00 AM to 5:00 PM (though it may close for an hour between 1:00 PM and
2:00 PM for lunch).

No photography: Cameras and phones must be left in lockers at the entrance (free of charge)

Dress code: Cover shoulders and knees. Remove shoes before entering temples

Time needed: Allow at least 1 hour to explore the complex

Highlights: The original meditation cave, the main temple with the tiger statue, and the sacred spring

Etiquette: Walk clockwise around religious objects. Don't point feet at altars. Ask before taking photos of
monks

The Legend

In the 8th century, Guru Rinpoche flew to this cliff on the back of a tigress (a transformed consort) and
meditated in the cave for three years, three months, three weeks, three days, and three hours, subduing evil
spirits and blessing Bhutan.
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Fitness Preparation

While the hike is rated moderate, the altitude and stairs make it challenging for those unaccustomed to
physical activity.

Acclimatization: Ideally, spend at least one night in Paro (2,200m) before attempting the hike

Training: If possible, do some stair climbing and walking in the weeks before your trip

Pace yourself: There's no rush. Take breaks when needed and stay hydrated

Altitude awareness: You're climbing to over 3,100m. Some people experience mild symptoms like
shortness of breath

Pro Tips

Walk slowly and steadily rather than rushing then resting
The descent is harder on knees than the climb - save energy for the way down
Start early to avoid the midday heat and crowds

Planning Your Day

Recommended Schedule

TimeActivity7:00 AMEarly breakfast at hotel7:30 AMDrive to Tiger's Nest base (15-20 min from Paro town)8:00
AMBegin hike9:30-10:00 AMReach cafeteria, short rest10:30-11:00 AMArrive at monastery11:00 AM - 12:30
PMExplore the monastery complex12:30-1:00 PMBegin descent1:30-2:00 PMLunch at cafeteria3:00-3:30
PMReturn to base

Photography Tips

Since cameras are banned inside the monastery, make the most of the exterior shots:

The Iconic Viewpoint: The classic Tiger's Nest photo is taken from the viewpoint just before the final
descent. Arrive before 10 AM for soft morning light without harsh shadows.

Afternoon Light: The monastery faces west, so afternoon light (after 1 PM) illuminates the white walls
beautifully. Morning shots often have the monastery in shadow.

The Bridge Shot: The small bridge before the final staircase offers a unique upward angle with prayer
flags in the foreground.

Trail Moments: Don't miss the prayer wheels, mani stones, and forest scenes along the way. The blue
pine forest is photogenic in its own right.
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Cafeteria Terrace: The outdoor seating area offers unobstructed monastery views—perfect for telephoto
shots.

Gear Tip: A polarizing filter cuts the high-altitude haze and makes the blue sky pop. Bring a telephoto lens
(70-200mm) for detailed monastery shots from the viewpoint.

What to Expect Inside the Monastery

Since photography is prohibited inside, here's what you'll experience:

The Pelphug Cave: The original cave where Guru Rinpoche meditated for three years. You can peer into
the sacred space, which contains ancient rock formations and butter lamp offerings.

Main Temple (Dubkhang): Features a large statue of Guru Rinpoche in his wrathful Dorji Drolo form,
riding a tigress. The walls are covered in intricate murals depicting Buddhist teachings.

The Sacred Spring: A natural spring believed to have healing properties. Many pilgrims collect this water.

Multiple Shrine Rooms: The complex contains four main temples connected by wooden stairs and
balconies, each housing different deities and artifacts.

Butter Lamp Hall: Hundreds of flickering butter lamps create a mesmerizing atmosphere. You can offer a
lamp (small donation).

Allow at least 1 hour to properly explore. Your guide will explain the significance of each temple and the
proper way to receive blessings from the monks.

Facilities Along the Trail

Base Area: Parking lot, ticket counter, horse rental station, small souvenir shops, and restrooms. This is
where you meet your guide and start the hike.

Taktshang Cafeteria: Clean restrooms, hot meals, drinks, and outdoor seating with monastery views.
Open during daylight hours.

Monastery Entrance: Free lockers for cameras, phones, and bags. Security check before entry. Small
donation box.

Along the Trail: No facilities between the base and cafeteria, and none between the cafeteria and
monastery. Use restrooms before starting each section.

Tip: Leave valuables in your hotel safe. You'll need to store your phone and camera at the monastery
entrance anyway, and carrying less makes the hike easier.
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Safety & Medical Considerations

Altitude Awareness: At 3,120m, mild altitude symptoms (shortness of breath, slight headache) are
normal. If you experience severe headache, nausea, or dizziness, descend immediately and inform your
guide.

Knee & Joint Concerns: The 700+ steps on the final section are tough on knees, especially the descent.
Trekking poles help significantly. If you have serious knee issues, discuss with your guide beforehand.

Dehydration: The altitude and exertion cause faster dehydration than you might expect. Drink water
consistently, not just when thirsty.

Sun Exposure: The Himalayan sun is intense. Sunburn can happen quickly even on cloudy days. Apply
sunscreen before starting and reapply at the cafeteria.

Emergency Protocol: Guides carry first aid kits and have radio communication. In case of emergency,
horses can evacuate from the cafeteria, and vehicle access is available at the base.

Important

If you have heart conditions, respiratory issues, or severe mobility limitations, consult your doctor before
attempting this hike. There is no shame in enjoying the monastery views from the cafeteria viewpoint.

Weather Contingencies

Light Rain: The hike continues. The trail is well-maintained and manageable with proper footwear. Bring a
rain jacket and watch your step on the stairs.

Heavy Rain/Storms: Your guide may recommend postponing. The stone steps become slippery and
visibility drops significantly. Most itineraries have flexibility to reschedule.

Snow (Winter): Light snow is manageable, but heavy snowfall may close the trail temporarily. The upper
sections can be icy—trekking poles are essential.

Fog/Mist: Common in monsoon season. The hike is still worthwhile, and the mist can create atmospheric
photos. The monastery may appear and disappear dramatically.

Extreme Cold: Winter mornings can be below freezing. Layer up and bring gloves. The cold is
manageable once you start moving.

Pro Tip: Weather in the mountains changes quickly. Start with layers you can remove, and always carry a
rain jacket regardless of the morning forecast.
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Who Can Do This Hike

Average Fitness Adults: Yes. If you can climb 5-6 flights of stairs without stopping, you can complete
this hike with proper pacing.

Seniors (60+): Many seniors complete this hike successfully. Take the horse to the cafeteria, pace
yourself on the stairs, and allow extra time. The key is not rushing.

Children: Kids aged 8+ generally do well. Younger children (5-7) can manage with patience and
encouragement. The stairs can be tiring for little legs.

Those with Knee/Hip Issues: The stairs are challenging. Trekking poles help, but if you have significant
joint problems, the viewpoint at the cafeteria offers stunning views without the final stair section.

Those with Heart/Lung Conditions: Consult your doctor. The altitude and exertion can be strenuous.
The horse option reduces effort but doesn't eliminate it.

There's no shame in reaching the cafeteria viewpoint and enjoying the spectacular views from there. The
experience is still meaningful and the photos are just as iconic.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Starting Too Late: Beginning after 10 AM means hiking in the heat, facing crowds, and potentially
missing the monastery's closing time. Aim for an 8 AM start.

Wrong Footwear: Sandals, flip-flops, or dress shoes are dangerous on the steep, uneven terrain. Wear
proper hiking shoes or sturdy sneakers with grip.

Insufficient Water: Many people underestimate how much they'll sweat at altitude. Bring at least 1.5
liters per person.

Rushing the Climb: Fast starts lead to exhaustion before the hardest section (the stairs). Maintain a
steady, sustainable pace throughout.

Ignoring the Descent: Many hikers save no energy for the return. The descent is equally long and harder
on knees. Pace yourself for the round trip.

Skipping the Cafeteria: Pushing straight through without rest leads to exhaustion. Stop, hydrate, and
enjoy the views—it's part of the experience.

Not Bringing Cash: The cafeteria, horse rental, and walking stick rental are cash only. ATMs are in Paro
town, not at the trailhead.
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Post-Hike Recommendations

After conquering the Tiger's Nest, reward yourself:

Traditional Hot Stone Bath: The perfect recovery. Hot river stones are placed in a wooden tub,
releasing minerals that soothe tired muscles. Available at many hotels and dedicated spa centers in Paro.
Book in advance.

Lunch at a Local Restaurant: Try authentic Bhutanese cuisine in Paro town. Ema Datshi (chili cheese)
and red rice are the perfect post-hike meal.

Visit Paro Dzong: If you have energy, the Rinpung Dzong is just a short drive away and offers a more
relaxed cultural experience.

Kyichu Lhakhang: One of Bhutan's oldest temples, just 10 minutes from Paro. A peaceful, flat visit after
the strenuous hike.

Rest at Your Hotel: There's no shame in simply relaxing. Many hotels have gardens with mountain views
perfect for quiet reflection on the day's achievement.

Hot Stone Bath Tip: Book your hot stone bath for late afternoon (4-5 PM) before starting your hike. It's the
perfect way to end the day and you'll sleep wonderfully.

History & Significance

Tiger's Nest is more than a tourist attraction—it's the spiritual heart of Bhutan:

8th Century Origins: Guru Rinpoche (Padmasambhava), who brought Buddhism to Bhutan, flew to this
cliff on the back of a tigress and meditated in the cave for three years, three months, three weeks, three
days, and three hours.

1692 Construction: The first temple structures were built by Gyalse Tenzin Rabgye, the 4th Desi (secular
ruler) of Bhutan, around the sacred meditation cave.

The 1998 Fire: A devastating fire destroyed much of the complex. Butter lamps are believed to have
caused the blaze. The fire was a national tragedy.

2005 Restoration: After seven years of painstaking restoration funded by the government and
international donors, Tiger's Nest reopened. Traditional methods and materials were used to maintain
authenticity.
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Pilgrimage Site: For Bhutanese, visiting Tiger's Nest is a sacred pilgrimage. Many Bhutanese try to visit
at least once in their lifetime to receive blessings and accumulate spiritual merit.

When you visit, you're walking the same path that pilgrims have walked for centuries. The experience
transcends tourism—it's a connection to Bhutan's living spiritual heritage.

Frequently Asked Questions

How long does the Tiger's Nest hike take?

The round trip typically takes 4-6 hours depending on your fitness level. Allow 2-3 hours for the ascent, 1-
2 hours to explore the monastery, and 1.5-2 hours for the descent.

Can I ride a horse up to Tiger's Nest?

Yes, horses are available for hire from the base to the cafeteria (roughly 2/3 of the way up). From there,
you must walk the remaining distance including the 700+ stairs. Horse cost is around Nu. 700-1000 one
way.

Is Tiger's Nest hike difficult?

The hike is rated moderate. The trail gains about 600m in elevation with some steep sections. The final
stretch involves descending and climbing 700+ steps. Anyone with reasonable fitness can complete it
with proper pacing.

What should I bring on the hike?

Bring comfortable hiking shoes, water (at least 1 liter), sunscreen, sunglasses, a light jacket, snacks, and
your camera. Walking sticks are available for rent at the base.

Is there food available on the trail?

Yes, the Taktshang Cafeteria at the midpoint serves hot meals, tea, coffee, and snacks with stunning
views of the monastery. It's a perfect rest stop.

Can seniors or elderly visitors do this hike?

Yes, many visitors aged 60+ complete this hike successfully. Consider taking a horse to the cafeteria, use
trekking poles, pace yourself, and allow extra time. The cafeteria viewpoint is a worthy destination if the
final stairs prove too challenging.

What happens if it rains during the hike?

Light rain doesn't stop the hike—bring a rain jacket and watch your step on the stairs. In heavy rain or
storms, your guide may recommend postponing. Most itineraries have flexibility to reschedule.

Are there restrooms on the trail?
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Restrooms are available at the base parking area and at the Taktshang Cafeteria (midpoint). There are no
facilities between these points or between the cafeteria and monastery.

Can children do the Tiger's Nest hike?

Children aged 8+ generally do well with encouragement. Younger children (5-7) can manage but may tire
on the stairs. Consider the horse option for the first section and bring plenty of snacks and water.

What can I see inside the monastery?

You'll see the original meditation cave of Guru Rinpoche, the main temple with his statue riding a tigress,
a sacred spring, multiple shrine rooms with murals and artifacts, and a butter lamp hall. Photography is
prohibited inside.

Is a guide required for the Tiger's Nest hike?

While not legally required for the trail itself, a licensed guide is mandatory to enter the monastery
complex. Your guide will explain the spiritual significance, ensure you follow proper etiquette, and help
you receive blessings.

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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