
DON’T WORRY, THE 
GEISHA FACIAL  

AT SHIZUKA  
NEW YORK USES 
NIGHTINGALE 
DUNG  NOT 

PIGEON POOP  TO 
BRIGHTEN SKIN. 

SOYEZ SANS 
CRAINTE : LE SOIN 

GEISHA FACIAL  
DU SPA SHIZUKA 
NEW YORK EST 

FABRIQUÉ À PARTIR 
DE FIENTE DE  

ROSSIGNOL, ET NON 
PAS D’EXCRÉMENTS 

DE PIGEON. 

NY



Big Apple Turnover
WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH, THE 
TIRED, POOR, HUDDLED MASSES GO 
FOR A MASSAGE. FROM SLEEP PODS TO 
BANYAS, THE NEW YORK SPA SCENE 
HAS IT ALL COVERED.
Une Grosse Pomme par jour…
AU FIL DES PÉRIODES DIFFICILES,  
NEW YORK EST TOUJOURS PARVENUE  
À PRENDRE SOIN D’ELLEMÊME. PAS 
ÉTONNANT, ALORS, QUE LA VILLE  
OFFRE CERTAINS DES MEILLEURS  
SPAS AU MONDE.



I AM  
SPENDING  
A WEEK IN  

NEW YORK CITY,  
OF ALL PLACES, 

TO BE WELL.  
TO BE  

MASSAGED 
LIKE A KOBE 

STEER. TO REST 
IN THE CITY 
THAT NEVER 
SLEEPS. YES, 

REALLY.

JE SUIS VENU 
PASSER UNE 
SEMAINE À  

NEW YORK NEW 
YORK ! POUR ME 
RESSOURCER. ME 

FAIRE MASSER, 
TEL UN BŒUF  
DE KOBE. ME 

REPOSER DANS 
UNE VILLE  

QUI NE DORT 
JAMAIS. SI, SI.

In a sixth-floor suite, a stone’s hurl from 
Rockefeller Center, I lie on my back while 
a nice woman smears bird droppings all 
over my face. Let me be clear: I am not a 
fetishist; nor am I someone you’d nor-
mally find covered in avian eliminations, 
like a bronze statue in a public park.  
Rather, I’m at a spa called Shizuka New 
York, undergoing the Geisha Facial. Years 
ago, explains my esthetician, geishas used 
lead-based makeup to achieve a porcelain 
complexion. Unfortunately, they were poi-
soning themselves. The alternative: uguisu 
no fun, or sterilized Japanese nightingale 
dung, an elixir that apparently produces a 
“pearly lustre,” a patina to which, until 
today, I could only aspire.

Leaving Shizuka, my cheeks glowing like a child’s on 
a crisp winter day, I head up Fifth Avenue and into a 
phalanx of dour faces. Little wonder: The city is awash 
in construction noise and street repairs. The sidewalks 
are too small for the crush of people. Everywhere in 
midtown – the chunk of real estate south of Central 
Park that includes New York’s most fabled streets – 
scaffolds block the sunlight and render the walkways 
claustrophobically dark. Let’s just say that the city’s 
mood tracks the Dow as closely as any index fund. 

All of which makes my mission here more difficult. 
I am spending a week in New York City, of all places, 
to be well. To relax, in a city that’s as tightly wound as 
a Swiss watch. To be pampered and massaged, like a 
Kobe steer, in some of the world’s finest spas. To rest, 
in the city that never sleeps. Yes, really.

My first stop is at Yelo, a spa in midtown’s heart. To call 
Yelo a simple spa, however, short sells its novel high con-
cept. It is, rather, a sleep clinic/wellness centre in a setting 
so futuristic that you half expect side orders of Soylent 
Green to be served with your complimentary water.

My reflexologist leads me down a glowing orange hall 
filled with private pods. Called YeloCabs – considering  
how unrelaxing a New York taxi ride can be, it’s an 
unfortunate pun – these self-contained chromatherapy 
chambers are tricked out with special reclining chairs, 
pumped-in aromatherapy scents and soothing sound 
effects. The reflexology treatment lasts 20 minutes and 
is, indeed, relaxing. But I’m skeptical about being able 
to nap. Yet after the pod lighting fades to black – and 
despite my serial insomnia – I doze off. Twenty minutes  
later, the pod begins to glow. I wake to the approxima-
tion of, you guessed it, sunrise. 

My first time in New York was when I was 13 years 
old. Barry Manilow’s “Mandy” was in heavy rotation 



GUESTS OF THE 
KOREAN KITSCH 

SPA CASTLE ENJOY 
EVERYTHING 

FROM INFRARED 
SAUNAS TO 

THERAUPEUTIC 
JETS AND, OF 

COURSE, KIMCHEE. 

LES CLIENTS DU SPA 
CASTLE, COMPLEXE 
CORÉEN AU STYLE 

KITSCH, ONT ACCÈS 
À DES SAUNAS 

INFRAROUGES, DES 
JETS THÉRAPEUTHI
QUES ET, BIEN SÛR,  

DU KIMCHI.  

NY



on AM radio; f lared pants were a pre-ironic  
statement. Walking along these avenues, I felt a sense 
of belonging, compromised only by the parents with 
whom fate had saddled me. Constantly smiling and 
irritatingly polite, they would regularly turn their eyes 
skyward and marvel at the height of the buildings. I 
walked 20 paces behind them, appalled. 

During that trip, I ate a pretzel as big as a fedora and 
fell in love with a girl from Jersey with long brown  
hair and a chipped front tooth. And I fell in love with  
New York too. As a result, the New York I recall is 
anchored in the 1970s, when Harlem was the universal 
metaphor for urban blight and Times Square was 
firmly positioned somewhere between Sodom and  
Gomorrah. Today all that has changed. Over the years, 
New York has, time after time, made itself well. 

Change is, of course, part of New York’s eternal 
equation. This has always been a city of immigrants, 
and each successive wave of tired, huddled masses 
brings its own customs – and, indeed, its own spas and 
wellness regimens. The large and well-established  
Jewish community has always had the shvitz; Turkish 
émigrés set up hammams. The growing Russian  
community imported its banyas, or steam baths. And 
Asian immigration, from Thailand to Korea, has fed  
a rapidly expanding spa scene, where traditional  
techniques are repackaged in gorgeously spare, Zen-
inspired settings. 

But not all serve a seriously moneyed clientele. In 
Queens, a short drive from the Flushing–Main Street 
subway station, you’ll find Spa Castle. This five-storey, 
100,000-square-foot space offers both Korean PR
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massage and kimchee in a setting that can  
charitably be described as pre-luxury Vegas-meets-
West Edmonton Mall. 

After signing in and strapping on a wristwatch- 
like device – it opens my locker and also allows me to 
electronically add food and spa services to my bill –  
I change into the supplied shorts and tee, then wander 
upstairs to the second floor, past a notice that reassur-
ingly warns that “immoral acts” will not be tolerated. 
The centrepiece here is Sauna Valley. There’s an LED 
Sauna, which uses colour therapy to enhance every-
thing from creativity to energy. There’s a Gold Sauna, a 
Jade Sauna, a Salt Sauna and a Loess Soil Sauna, which, 
at 86°C, is almost hot enough to boil your blood. I catch 
wind of a faint aroma. Kimchee, I think. I hope.

Another floor is dominated by “bade pools,” each of 
which uses different combinations of aqua jets to 
“benefit rheumatism, muscle aches, immune system 
and your overall sense of well-being.” Tempting, but 
I’m here for a Korean massage, so I head downstairs  
to the “men only” section. There I strip naked and 
undergo the Body Scrub – a rough exfoliation that 
comes close to leaving no stone unturned, figuratively 
speaking. After the scrub, my masseur begins the real 
work. His hands are strong, the treatment rough. But 
when he’s done, my back and shoulders – taut and rigid 
from too much time spent in an office chair – are as 
pliable as overcooked pasta.

A decidedly more refined experience can be found 
at Okeanos, a modern, clean-lined banya frequented 
by transplanted Eastern European hockey stars and 
featuring a seductive, dimly lit lounge stocked with Zyr, 
a premium vodka. Clearly, it’s a long, long way from the 
banya in Eastern Promises. 

After changing into my swim trunks, I’m met by 
Vadim, a Siberian ex-pat, who directs me to the steam 
room. It’s uncomfortably hot and so steamy that I almost 
cannot see my hand in front of my face. After a few 
minutes, I’m ready for the dry sauna and the second part 
of my treatment. Vadim leads me to the sauna’s top row, 
its hottest tier, and puts a wet towel over my head. 

And then he starts hitting me.
Actually, it’s more like brushing. And he’s not using 

his fists. Rather, he’s wielding a tied-up bundle of birch  
branches, which, he says, will help make me even hotter.  
To finish off, Vadim escorts me out of the sauna and 
places me under a cold shower, holding me so I can’t 
move as icy water splashes down for five full seconds. 
This is platza, a traditional Russian treatment that, by 
alternating between extreme heat and cold, is said to 
be recuperative. “There,” he says. “After platza, you 
won’t be sick for three months.”

“Great,” I say. But Vadim has a question: “You are 
financial expert?”

“I’m sorry?”
“Financial expert, yes?” he asks again. “I need to 

know what to do with my money.”

VADIM LEADS 
ME TO THE 

SAUNA’S TOP 
ROW, ITS  

HOTTEST TIER, 
AND PUTS A  
WET TOWEL  

OVER MY HEAD. 
THEN HE 
STARTS  

HITTING ME. 
THIS IS  

PLATZA, A 
TRADITIONAL 

RUSSIAN 
TREATMENT.

VADIM M’AMÈNE 
SUR LE GRADIN  
SUPÉRIEUR DU 

SAUNA, LE PLUS 
CHAUD, ET ME 

COUVRE LA TÊTE 
D’UNE SERVIETTE 
MOUILLÉE. PUIS, 

IL SE MET À  
ME FOUETTER. 

CE TRAITEMENT 
TRADITIONNEL 
RUSSE S’APPELLE  

PLATZA.



It’s around 11 p.m. at Bar Jamón in the Gramercy  
district, and this tiny, dimly lit resto-bar is packed  
with patrons jammed elbow to elbow at stand-up-style 
tables that dominate the room. I’m here to meet up 
with an old friend who also happens to be the manag-
ing partner of a hedge fund. Contrary to what you’d 
expect, he’s done very well in these challenging times. 
Sitting with us, however, is an interior designer who 
worked mainly in the Hamptons before the nightingale 
dung hit the fan and her business dried up over- 
night. Later another guy joins our group. Last year, he  
generated stellar returns for his sole client, a European  
billionaire. This year, he’s down, a lot. Still, he’d like to 
buy a bottle for the table. “Really,” he says, “I’d be happy 
to do it.” Briefly, I think of Weimar-era Berlin.

Everywhere we go, from working-class taverns to 
lavish hotel lounges, the volatile financial markets 
dominate conversation. In a world economy turned 
upside down, NYC was the canary in the coal mine. It 
strikes me, yet again, that New York must find a way to 
make itself well. But true wellness cannot be achieved 
through the manufactured serenity of the spa alone. 
Now, more than ever, New York could use places of true 
quietude that lesser cities have in abundance. 

Walking along Fifth Avenue’s Museum Mile, I pass 
the Guggenheim and make my way toward Central 
Park’s north end to the Conservatory Garden. Entering 
the huge, ornate wrought-iron Vanderbilt Gate, I look 
over an expanse of manicured lawn. This is the Italian 
section, flanked by two smaller gardens in French and 
English styles. Sitting on a bench in the wisteria-filled 
pergola, I feel completely removed from the city –  



A BRUSH WITH 
PLATZA AT 

OKEANOS, AN 
UPSCALE RUSSIAN 

BANYA THAT’S  
A FAVOURITE  
OF EASTERN  
EUROPEAN  

HOCKEY STARS. 
THE VODKA 

LOUNGE CAN’T 
HURT, EITHER.

UN TRAITEMENT 
DE PLATZA À 

L’OKEANOS, UNE 
BANIA RAFFINÉE, 

OÙ SE RASSEM
BLENT DES JOUEURS 

DE HOCKEY  
D’EUROPE DE L’EST. 

L’ATTRAIT DU BAR À 
VODKA NE DOIT PAS 

NUIRE NON PLUS. 

NY



until construction noise, from the nearby Museo 
del Barrio, intrudes.

In midtown, refuge is scarce. And when you find it, 
it seems out of place, like an awkward pause in a lively 
conversation. There is the odd public-space corridor, 
like the one at 1325 Avenue of the Americas, which 
connects 53rd and 54th streets and provides a rela-
tively placid place to eat your takeout falafel. The Ford 
Foundation Building has a gorgeous tree-filled atrium, 
with ponds fed by rainwater collected from the roof. 
But, tellingly, there are no benches; your stay will be 
sweet but short. Much is made of the tranquility of 
nearby Tudor City Greens. That these postage-stamp-
size spots of nature – near a fairly busy thoroughfare –  
are renowned for their serenity speaks volumes. 

Oddly, it’s in busy SoHo, behind a non-descript door 
at 141 Wooster Street, that I come closest to calm. 
After being buzzed in, I climb a narrow, steep stairway 
to the second floor and encounter a most extraordinary 
thing: an entire room full of dirt.

Created by artist Walter De Maria in 1977, the  
New York Earth Room consists of 3,600 square feet of 
floor space, piled high with 127,000 kilograms of soil. 
Frankly, I’m not at all sure what De Maria was trying 
to say with this installation. But standing here alone in 
the silence, surrounded by a sea of peaty-smelling loam, 
I’m glad it exists.

Afterwards, at the Four Seasons Hotel, the bellman 
kindly arranges for the hotel’s private car. I slide into 
the leather seat and shut the door. The car, a Maybach, 
is exceptionally luxe. There is, however, something else. 
There is no noise. None. It is, without doubt, the most 
tranquil spot I’ve experienced here. 

Our car turns down Park Avenue. It is a fine-looking 
boulevard, broad and imperious, certainly worthy of 
its reputation. But looking out the darkened windows, 
I realize with some regret that the city I idealized as a 
boy overwhelms me as a man.

We turn another corner, en route to another spa, and 
I continue staring up at the buildings we pass. From this 
perspective, they look so tall. 
Write to us: letters@enroutemag.net

ODDLY, IT’S IN 
BUSY SOHO  

THAT I COME  
CLOSEST  

TO CALM.  
BEHIND A  

NONDESCRIPT 
DOOR I  

ENCOUNTER  
A MOST  

EXTRAORDINARY 
THING: AN 

ENTIRE ROOM 
FULL OF DIRT. 

CURIEUSEMENT, 
C’EST DANS LE 
TUMULTE DE 

SOHO, DERRIÈRE 
UNE PORTE  

ORDINAIRE, QUE  
JE M’APPROCHE  
LE PLUS DE LA 

SAINTE PAIX ET  
OÙ M’ATTEND UNE 

MERVEILLE: UNE 
SALLE REMPLIE  

DE TERRE.


