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INTRODUCTION 
By a coincidence that perhaps wasn't coincidental we got in touch with refugees from Bhutan. 
In stead of a conversation about the Nepalese kitchen, we heard a refugees tale. Right on the 
spot we decided that we wanted to give that unknown, that forgotten group a voice. Not much 
later we found ourselves in Nepal with a video camera, a photo camera and a laptop. Supported 
by some local journalists we started the production of our film Headwind, the forgotten exiles 
from Bhutan. 

A year later we are still working on one of the biggest multi-disciplinary art projects ever 
about the forgotten exiles from Bhutan. A novel ‘Headwind, Laxmi’s story’, about a young 
Bhutanese refugee in the Netherlands, has been written. The film is almost ready. And we 
spend evenings and evenings struggling selecting the most compelling photos from our 
collection of 18,000 pictures made in and around the refugee camps. The book you're holding 
in your hands now however contains that painful selection of 175 photos.  

We have worked on this project with minimal means and under difficult circumstances. We 
challenged the cold in the Himalayan mountains, the heat and damp in the Terai that 
sometimes crippled our equipment and the policing around the camps. Our inert motivation 
for this project never lessened but only increased during the work. Without the trust and the 
open mindedness of the refugees we would never have been able to hold these confronting 
interviews or make such special photos of their every day life. Together with them we've done 
what was so needed to do: documenting the story and life of these exiles. Our special thanks 
goes to Vidhyapati Mishra, a local Bhutanese journalist who took care of everything and more 
that was essential to be able to work, travel safe and find the right people. He was our guide 
but has become our co-producer and a great friend who will forever be in our hearts and minds. 
We also like to thank the Dom church City Parish in Utrecht, the Netherlands for financial 
support without this book would never have seen the light of day. 

This book is not just a testimony of the existence and life of refugees who fled the south of 
Bhutan as a result of ethnic cleansing. For the ones who lived in these camps and have now 
resettled to one of the resettlement countries, it is a memorial book. But for us this book is also 
a photographic gift to our dear friends in Nepal and the Netherlands (or any of the other 
resettling countries) who were exiled from their motherland. With this book they and their 
stories remain 'unforgotten'. 

Alice Verheij                The Hague, July 2012



Alice Verheij is a novelist, photographer and civil journalist focussing on human rights issues and 
capturing history in the making. She is the director of the Headwind documentary project and author of 
the novel ‘Headwind, Laxmi’s Story’. She now publishes under her pseudonym Anna A. Ros. 

Eveline van de Putte is a documentary photographer and writer specialized in capturing life stories. In 
2010 she published a fairy tale book with stories from all over the globe. She is co-producer of the 
Headwind documentary. 
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THE BHUTANESE 
REFUGEE CRISIS 
In the late eighties and early nineties of the last century the kingdom 
of Bhutan caused the percentage wise largest ethnic cleansing in 
recent history. It had been architected by the fourth king of Bhutan 
and his government as an answer to the increasing number of ethnic 
Nepali people living in the south of Bhutan. The effect of the ‘one 
nation, one people’ policy, the changes in the citizenship and marital 
laws was that around 150.000 people fled the country of ‘Gross 
National Happiness’, many of them at gunpoint. The GNH concept 
devised by the king somehow proved to be only there for the other five 
sixth of the population. 

Ever since these refugees have been living under dire circumstances in 
refugee camps in the southeast of Nepal, close to the Indian border. 
The location of the camps was the result of the Indian policy of 
pushing them into Nepal. Until today the Bhutanese government 
refuses to take back its own people. What they do however is 
continuously deny the rights of them. Thereby leaving Nepal and the 
international community with the responsibility of taking care of 
them. There are still some 80.000 people living in Bhutan who are 
deprived of basic civil rights like land ownership, the right to speak 
their own language and the right to wear their own clothes. The Druk 
minority dress is compulsory. 

Since 2008 the United States together with a number of other western 
countries, including the Netherlands, are resettling them to their 
countries on request of the UNHCR (United Nations High 
Commission of Refugees). Almost 65,000 of them have been given an 
opportunity to a new future, albeit far away from their homeland. It’s 
regarded by the UN as a ‘durable solution’. But this third country 
resettlement comes at a cost. It breaks family ties and friendships, it 
scatters people all over the globe and brings a people in diaspora. 7
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CROSSING BORDERS

19



20



21



22

'But we are Bhutanese'
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IN THEE CAMP
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DOMESTIC LIFE
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FOOD
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EDUCATION
65



66



67



68

The camps have primary and secondary schools
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TRANSPORT
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Every year huts are destroyed  
by elephants, floodings and fires
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DESTRUCTION & CONSTRUCTION
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78 Goldhap after the fire
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A QUIET DAY
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Cooking on wood and coal is the main cause of disease for women.
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M E N
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W O M E N
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Where have my people gone? 
Some time ago this was my world. I lived here with my family in a hut. Together. With thousands of 
people around us. But it’s gone quiet. Terrifying quiet. The traders on the market just outside the gate 
have disappeared, no customers are left. 

The only buildings still standing are the temple, the water tower, the food shed and the school. But the 
classrooms are empty. Only my mind echoes the children’s voices rhythmically repeating the English 
words. A few lost sentences are left on the blackboard. A text on the wall says 'We must have 
discipline.' 

The temple has gone to ruin. The images of the Gods who gave us hope and trust are torn and touched 
by the elements. The herbary near the camp entrance is overgrown. Dozens of siblings in little sand 
filled plastic bags have died. What’s left of the fertile earth are four papaya’s on a tree. 

The stretched out camp is now empty. A barren plains with purple flowers is what is remains. Here 
and there a part of a concrete pole between which once the bamboo walls of our huts were mounted lie 
broken in the long grass. A lonely slipper remembers the many footsteps left here by the exiled. 

It is quiet. Terrifying quiet. 

Where have my people gone? My sister is in America, both my brothers are in the Netherlands, my 
grandparents still live in the land we were born. And I have no idea of their lives. I have no idea of the 
colors and sounds of that new world. And I feel lonelier than ever.  

Without papers my future is uncertain, with papers it is unknown. In a while the memories of my 
homeland will be crushed between the stones my mother used to crush the cummin seeds. In a while 
my feelings will have disappeared like dust in the wind.  

I never thought that I could lose more than everything.
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GLOSSARY 

All photos were taken between February 2011 and January 2012 during three visits to Sikkim (India) and the Morang and Jhapa 
districts in Nepal and specifically the Goldhap, Sanischare, Beldangi 1, Beldangi 2 and Beldangi 2 extension camps in those districts. 

Without the kindness and support from our loved ones, the members of the Bhutanese community in exile and the inhabitants of the 
refugee camps it would not have been possible to work as freely as we did during our visits. In particular we would like to thank the 
following people for their moral and practical support, their hospitality and endless efforts for the Headwind project: 
Lucas, Eva and Ewout Verheij, Haydi Cameron, Vidhyapati Mishra and family, Arati Dahal and family, Babita Gurung, Binod 
Dunghel and family, Jeetan Muskan, Prakash Angdembe, T.B. Chhetri, the Sivakoti family, the Dahal family, Dr. Bampa Rai, Ram 
Bahadur Chhetri, the Empowerment Foundation, Domkerk Utrecht, Bhutan News Service, Bhutan Media Society, Bhutanese 
Community in the Netherlands, and many others unmentioned here. 

The photos in this book can be ordered as high quality prints made by Fotografie Americaine in The Hague, Netherlands. For 
information about the possibilities, please email the authors via eveline@empowermentfoundation.nl or check our website 
www.empowermentfoundation.nl 

Alice Anna Verheij 
Eveline van de Putte 

www.aliceverheij.com 
www.evelinevandeputte.com 
www.empowermentfoundation.nl  
www.headwindfilm.com  
www.woordenstorm.nl  
www.whitestorkfilms.com 
www.bhutannewsservice.com  
www.domkerk.nl 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Between 1990 and 1992 the government of the Himalayan 
Kingdom Bhutan, known for its cultural and natural beauty and 
the concept of 'Gross National Happiness', exiled almost 1/6th of 
its population through the largest ethnic cleansing in recent times. 

This book is much more than a testimony of the existence and life 
of these refugees who fled the south of Bhutan, who lived in the 
camps for some twenty years and have now resettled to one of the 
resettlement countries. It is a memorial book, which will keep their 
stories for the next generations. This book is a cry against the 
injustice of refugee ship and an respectful, unique inside view in 
life in the refugee camps. It shows not only the daily activities as 
going to school, planting vegetables, cooking and building huts. It 
also shows playing children and remarkable people, old and young. 
Although most of them lost hope of ever returning to their 
motherland, they have found an unbreakable positive way of living. 
Against all odds and with headwind. 

With this book they and their stories will remain unforgotten. 

Eveline van de Putte and Alice Verheij is a Dutch novelist, 
photographer and civil journalist dedicated to social documentary 
making. She publishes her work under her pseudonym Anna A. 
Ros. (www.annaros.nl). Eveline van de Putte is also a Dutch 
writer and photographer. 

This photobook is a part of the non profit Headwind project, which 
was initiated in 2010 by Alice and embraced by Eveline and the 
Empowerment Foundation.
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