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BODY: 
Tandin Dorjie seems an unlikely cable-TV mogul. He owns just three satellite dishes hooked up inside a simple wooden shed. He serves about 70 subscribers in the placid Bumthang Valley of central Bhutan. But Dorjie, a 43-year-old auto mechanic, may be riding the edge of a wave. As the founder and chief executive of TD Cable Network, Dorjie is giving the 10,000 residents of the valley their first taste of television. And his customers ''are just happy they can see what is going on out there in the world,'' the soft-spoken Dorjie explained. As soon as local folk see his TV offerings, ''they call me and say: 'Please give me a connection.''' A few hundred miles away in Thimphu, the sleepy capital, Umesh Pradhan is opening an Internet cafe. ''This is something of a loss-leader,'' the pragmatic Pradhan explains, sounding every inch the high-tech entrepreneur. The cafe turns out to be a threadbare enterprise containing eight PCs squeezed into two rooms on the second floor of a downtown shopping center. ''What I've really done here is to start a computer training center,'' Pradhan says. ''The Internet cafe is just a way for me to identify the future whiz kids I can hire.'' Pradhan's greater ambition, indeed, is to launch a computer consultancy. 

The last Buddhist monarchy is gradually opening to the forces of globalization. Half the size of Indiana, but with a population estimated at only 600,000, Bhutan is still a pristine society of subsistence farmers and yak herders. Thirty years ago, it had no banks, no health-care or educational systems, and no phones. Most commerce was by way of barter. Now, modern, free health care has lifted Bhutan's average life expectancy from 42 to nearly 66 years; rural education has taught many thousands how to read and write English. Thimphu boasts none of the trappings of Western civilization: no McDonald's, no Starbucks, no neon signs, not a single traffic light. But behind the heavy wooden doors of homes and offices here, the young and educated are downloading e-mail, building Web sites, and watching TV beamed in from India and Britain. 

Many of these changes are barely a year old, and they reflect edicts promulgated by King Jigme Singye Wangchuck to commemorate his 25th year on the throne of the Druk Yul, or Thunder Dragon. An avid basketball fan with four wives -- all sisters -- the King decided that it was time to accept the benefits that high technology could offer. For the first time, he wired Bhutan to the Internet and legalized satellite TV. FISTFIGHTS. But the government didn't just flip the switch and abandon the field to the Dorjies and Pradhans: It set up a subsidized Internet service provider, making this the first country where the Net works better than most toilets. The government hopes to use TV to maintain Bhutan's Buddhist values. The Net, meantime, promises rural districts everything from telemedicine to distance learning. 

There are critics. Karma Ura, head of the Center for Bhutanese Studies, worries that traditional values will be undermined. ''I already see children imitating the kind of fistfighting they see on TV,'' the Buddhist theologian and novelist complained. But in a nation where the clergy shares power, many monks seem to welcome these new developments. ''It all depends on the purity of perceptions in your mind,'' said Lama P.S. Dorjie, a Buddhist monk clad in a crimson robe and sunglasses. ''If you are a wise person, TV will not change you. If you are an evil person, TV will not make you good. Inner happiness is what counts. The rest is just illusion.'' 
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