
January-February, 2017  Tashi Delek 57

like the kind of guy who knows 
everyone, so in a last-ditch 
effort I show him my torn 
article. He stands quietly for a 
long moment then,“Yes!”

“I have been to these baths. 
Oh they are very nice la, 
veeeery nice. You will like 
very much. I call my friend 
and find her for you!” After 
several phone calls he has Aum 

Kencho’s number. 
By this time it’s approaching 

10pm. “You want to go now? 
Stone bath veeeery nice at 
night,” he says, bouncing his 
eyebrows. In the end we agree 
that, for the views, it is best to 
go during the day. He gives me 
his number instructing me to 
call him from the cab tomorrow 
so he can give direction to the 

driver. 
We arrive late morning along 

a rutted dirt farm road cut 
through the middle of a dry 
field. Jomolhari’s snowy dome 
looms at the end of the valley 
and Tiger’s Nest clings to the 
cliffs just out of sight. Trails of 
smoke rise behind a house and 
we walk around to find a shack 
of sorts with a big fire burning 
out front, piled high with rocks. 
Two little girls emerge in fuzzy 
pajamas and a woman with 
wet, black hair stands in her 
bath robe, head glistening like 
an oil slick in the sun. From the 
look on everyone’s face this is 
clearly not a place that attracts 
many tourists, but their surprise 
is quickly replaced with an 
easy smile and another young 
woman tells us she will have a 
bath ready soon. 

We change in a small room 
with an empty wooden bed 
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armed only with a 
torn page from an old 

Tashi Delek Magazine, I set out 
for Paro determined to find 
myself an authentic Bhutanese 
hot stone bath. I had already 
experienced a luxurious resort 
stone bath but I wanted to soak 
with the locals. The article 
featured warm photos of 
families relaxing in steaming 
wooden tubs. And I want to 
be there. There is no address 
or phone number listed so all I 

Aum KEncho’s

have to go off of is the owner’s 
name, Aum Kencho. 

We are visiting Paro for the 
weekend to hike the famous 
Taktshang Monastery and I 
know that after the climb, our 
bodies will deserve a reward. 
All around town I ask if anyone 
knows Aum Kencho’s baths; the 
ladies working at our hotel, taxi 
drivers, random shopkeepers 
and strangers we pass on the 
street. Some say they may have 
heard of such baths but, “No, 

no la. I don’t know where it is.” 
Others just shake their heads 
saying, “Yes, ok.”

On our last night in town 
we have dinner at Yuesel 
Restaurant. Aside from the 
family who owns the place, 
it’s empty. Eventually groups 
of diners trickle in. One fellow 
in particular is very chatty 
with the family—he obviously 
knows them well as he laughs 
with his friend and happily 
teases the baby girl. He seems 
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the stones glitter, rays of light 
sneak under the tarp igniting 
golden flecks in the rough, black 
flesh. Others are pyramidal 
with alternating layers of red 
and orange; some round and 
speckled like dinosaur eggs. 
The minerals they contain 
seep into the spring water and, 
when combined with medicinal 
herbs like Artemisia absinthium 

(wormwood), the baths 
are said to be very healing, 
curing all sorts of ailments, 
including respiratory problems, 
backaches, stomach-aches and 
joint pain. 

There are two other families 
soaking. The Bhutanese make 
an event of it; people travel 
for hours from surrounding 
villages just for these baths. 
Families will stay the entire 
day rotating in and out of the 
troughs, breaking for a hot 
lunch atop the empty bed 
platforms. Soak, dry, eat, repeat. 

The kids in the bath next 
to us burst into a chorus of 
Frozen’s‘Let it go.’ Even in the 
middle of nowhere Bhutan, 
in the most rustic of settings, 
Disney finds its way in. 

Yangtsho peeks in holding 
up her peace fingers and says, 
“Two more?” We agree and 
she laughs, looking at me on 
the edge trying to keep my feet 
above the boiling broth. The 

               The Bhutanese 
make an event of it; 
people travel for hours 
from surrounding 
villages just for these 
baths. Families will 
stay the entire day 
rotating in and out of 
the troughs, breaking 
for a hot lunch atop the 
empty bed platforms. 
Soak, dry, eat, repeat.”

Landmark shop above the turnoff

The fire pit 
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platform meant for guests 
who wish to stay the night 
(duly noted for next time). The 
bathtubs are wooden troughs 
about two metres long by 
half-a-metre wide and set into 
cement block bases. On one 
side of the trough is a wooden 
cage to house the stones. For 
privacy we have a pink shower 
curtain separating us from the 
neighbour tub. We snuggle in, 
tucking feet behind each other’s 
back. Some of the wooden 
joints are stuffed with strips 
of cloth to prevent leaking. 
The water reaches chest level 
and is hot and swirling with 
bits of floating debris. Except 
for a small space left open for 
easy access to the stone cage 
we are completely enclosed by 
blue and green tarps. Sunlight 
shining through plastic colours 
the air turquoise.

The young woman heating 
our stones is Yangtsho, Aum 
Kencho’s eldest daughter. 

Designed by her mother and 
built in 2010, these six baths are 
the family’s primary source of 
income. Since mom isn’t here 
today Yangtsho, 21, is running 
the show; shuffling back and 
forth between fire and tub 
carrying red hot stones with a 
pair of gigantic forceps. 

Just as the water in our tub 
has started to cool Yangtsho 

pops her head in. Through the 
gap I watch her select a glowing 
stone from the fire and drop 
it in the tub. The rock screams 
and hisses as the rumble is 
sucked below the surface where 
it grumbles about, releasing its 
heat. I’m sitting closest to the 
rocks and have to jump out to 
swirl the scalding water to the 
other end of the tub. Some of 

The bath
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rock routine continues like this 
every 30 minutes or so. We 
watch through the small gap 
as wet, flip flopped feet scuffle 
past and cold rocks are thrown 
back in the fire. 

After a few hours we are 
pruned and dehydrated. 
Changing back into my clothes 
I feel surprisingly clean (and 
like I have noodles for bones). 

Yangtsho congratulates us, 
saying we outlasted the few 
other foreigners that came who 
never endure longer than an 
hour.  

We will be back, I promise. 
And next time we will bring 
lunch. And maybe a sleeping 
bag. 

Walking back up to the 
road, I take pictures of nearby 

landmarks so we will remember 
how to find the turn again. 

As for you… You’ll have to 
embark on your own adventure 
to find Aum Kencho. 

Just kidding, you can reach 
Aum Kencho at 17752412. 
Call ahead to reserve a tub as 
space is limited and often fully 
booked. Her village is located 
north-west of Paro, passing the 
turn off for Taktshang, near the 
Drukgyel School on the road 
below the Basic Health Unit 
(BHU). 

Jessica is an intentional 
wanderer of the world with 
an insatiable appetite for 
adventure and a strong af-
fection for words. Her words 
paint the faces of people she meets, the 
mountains she climbs and the experiences 
that have marked her personal evolution. 
She is currently based in Thimphu, Bhutan, 
reveling in the beautiful conundrums of the 
capital city. To read more of her work, visit: 
www.jessicajvernon.com

Bathhouse: the stones are dropped in 
the space under the blue tarp

View from Aum Kencho’s house with 
Jomolhari peak in the background

The Frozen chorus singers
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