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Thai wellness resort Chiva-Som fi rst 
entered my consciousness not long after 
its 1995 launch – I was a poor student and, 
a world away, It-girl Elizabeth Hurley hit 
the gossip magazines for holidaying there.

David and Victoria Beckham, Kate 
Moss, Elle Macpherson and Serena 
Williams all followed in the early 2000s 
and for years, the Hua Hin resort was 
a destination de jour for Gen X culture 
makers. It’s long been a dream to visit, 
so as the wellness trailblazer celebrates 
its 30th anniversary amid rising 
competition in a world gone mad for 
health fads, I’m curious to see how Chiva-
Som is faring in midlife.

The resort underwent a four-year 
facelift ahead of its COVID-19-curtailed 
25-year anniversary celebrations. Like 
many of its Gen X fans (the average guest 
is 48), it may not be looking its age, but 
reminiscent of a midlife crisis, its sights 
are set on attracting a younger breed of 
wellness warrior.

Head of communications Kewalin 
Sukumjittanon is among those charged 
with making the brand relevant to 
Millennials and Gen Z. She tells me Lisa 
from K-pop girl group Blackpink would 
be her “dream guest” – someone whose 
presence would send a  signal about the 
resort’s relevance to a younger audience.

It’s somewhat ironic then that the 
28-year-old Thai native played resort 
staffer Mook in Thai-set season three 
of The White Lotus, a TV series that has 
cemented the concept of wellness travel by 
rich elites in the cultural zeitgeist.

In reality, the guests staying in Chiva-
Som’s 54 rooms when I visit are low-key 
and devoid of fl ashy displays of wealth 
– nothing like their morally bankrupt 
TV counterparts. Instead, there’s a 
serene, almost cult-like vibe, with guests 
swanning to breakfast and between 
treatments in the provided signature 
pyjamas, bathrobes and slippers 

(all available for sale in the boutique).  
Australian and Asian guests are most 

common during the mid-year “green 
season”, and those from the UK and 
Europe are in the majority over December 
and January. Children must be older than 
14 (a recent drop from 16).

Chiva-Som deviates from The White 
Lotus in its approach to the consumption 
of alcohol. If you’re after 3pm cocktails by 
the pool or an after-dark party scene, this 
is not the place as there’s no bar at all. 

The only alcoholic drinks available are 
wine and champagne – but only by request 
with dinner from 6pm. I didn’t see a single 
person drinking, which aligns with what 
one staffer tells me – that detox and weight 
loss are the two main reasons people visit.

However, one commonality between 
Chiva-Som and The White Lotus is that 
the use of electronics – and in particular 
phones – is prohibited beyond your room, 
as is taking photos around the resort.

This seems likely to be a sticking point 
in its quest to attract a younger clientele 
who document their lives online. After 
all, if you didn’t broadcast your stay at a 
luxury wellness resort on social media, did 
it really happen?

Treading the line between keeping 
its long-time guests happy – many are 
repeat visitors, including some who stay 
for months at a time and one devotee 
who has made 98 visits – and moving 
with the times to attract a new crowd is 
also evident in the resort’s approach to 
introducing new spa, wellness, beauty, 
physiotherapy or fi tness treatments.

Dr Jason Culp, director of research and 
development, keeps an eye on the latest 
health trends but, to be added to the menu 
of more than 200 treatments taking place 
in 80 treatment rooms,  it has to be more 
than a passing fad.

Newer additions incorporating 
advances in medical science include:
– Sleep apnoea screening (tests to monitor 
airfl ow, respiratory effect, oxygen 
saturation and pulse during sleep);
– Sonography (ultrasound imaging to 
detect and treat pain and tissue injuries);
– Bone density analysis (to personalise 
exercise, nutrition and physiotherapy 
recommendations to optimise bone health 
and prevent injuries);
– Longevity genome testing (for 
predisposition to conditions such as 
Alzheimer’s, diabetes or cancer );
– Epigenetics testing (using DNA 
to measure biological age versus 
chronological age); and
– Hyperbaric oxygen therapy (delivering 
pure oxygen in a pressurised chamber 
to improve circulation, healing and 
reduce infl ammation).

 Newer beauty treatments 
to make the grade include 
collagen facials (which involve the 
application of a marine plankton and 
acacia collagen mask) and gold and green 
caviar facials (using green caviar from 
Okinawa, and trace gold elements) – both 
to rejuvenate the elasticity of mature 
skin.

Such treatments come at a cost, but 
a daily Thai, signature or invigorating 
massage, body polish, hydrotherapy 
treatment, manicure or pedicure – and 
a program of fi tness classes ranging 
from yoga to HIIT – are included in the 
accommodation rate.

The exceedingly healthy meals are 
also included and feature produce 
from Chiva-Som’s own organic 
garden and a menu largely devoid 

of sugar, white carbs and salt. Nutritional 
information is provided with every dish, 
dressing or side. 

At dinner, my sashimi with high-protein 
Maki contains 104 calories, 17 grams 
of protein, 6 grams of carbohydrates 
and 2 grams of fat. Should I choose to 
indulge in a teaspoon of soy sauce, it 
will add another 3 calories and 1 gram of 
carbohydrates.

Additional “retreat” programs focused 
on immunity, detox, ageing well or 
fi tness are available, and upon arrival 
guests undergo a health and wellness 
consultation so an individual program 
can be designed for their stay.

I’m put on the gut health retreat, which 
sees me assigned a daily regimen of 
supplements, vitamins and probiotics and 
booked into a range of curated treatments 
such as yogic breathing sessions and 
Chinese abdominal massages (where 
I learn my colon is tight, apparently 
because I think too much).

A facial analysis leaves me with the 
startling revelation that – thanks to a 
1980s childhood spent in the Australian 
sun – my face is fi ve years older than 
the rest of me, while a physical analysis 
reveals I sit with a hunched posture, 
a side effect of 25 years working on 
a computer.

 Two water-based treatments – a 
body jet blitz and watsu – provide vastly 
contrasting experiences. 

The fi rst involves being gurneyed by 
a high-pressure hose to remove cellulite 
and encourage circulation and lymphatic 
drainage. This is as painful as it sounds 
and about as far from relaxing as could 
be imagined.

 Watsu, a shiatsu treatment of Japanese 
origin, is effectively a fl oating Thai 
massage in an aquatherapy pool, and is 
relaxing to the point of sleep-inducing.

 Chiva-Som hosts a range of guest 
experts throughout the year. During my 
stay, a  women’s health and longevity 
program is in session with an ultra 
marathoner and sound healing expert .

 There is also a metabolic reset, 
designed for people transitioning off 
GLP-1 weight loss medications to promote 
healthy fat loss and muscle preservation, 
along with behavioural support. 

If that isn’t a sign of Chiva-Som’s 
commitment to move with the times, 
I don’t know what is. L&L

The writer travelled as a guest of Chiva-Som.
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Forever young
Gen X trailblazer Chiva-Som has its sights set on attracting the next 

generation of wellness warriors, writes Michelle Bowes.

Clockwise from main: Chiva-Som marks 
its 30th anniversary; Elizabeth Hurley has 
a watsu treatment; the writer’s regime of 
gut health supplements; K-pop star Lisa 
personifies the new breed of guest that 
Chiva-Som hopes to attract. 
PHOTOS: GETTY IMAGES, MICHELLE BOWES

I didn’t see a single person 
drinking, which aligns 
with detox and weight 
loss (being) the two main 
reasons people visit.

Rates Five-night 
retreats from June 
to September 
start from $6420 
per person twin 
share. This includes 
accommodation, 
a wellness 
consultation, three 
meals daily, use 
of the wellness 
facilities, fitness 
activities and a daily 
retreat-focused 
treatment.
Getting there
Chiva-Som is a 
three-hour drive 
from Bangkok 
International 
Airport. The 
retreat can arrange 
transfers by car, 
helicopter and jet 
charter to Hua Hin 
airport.
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Scrubbed and massaged, covered in 
white soapy foam, I lie back on the heated 
slab of grey marble and gaze at dozens 
of star-shaped skylights in the domed 
ceiling above. Steam wafts. Ambient music 
soothes. A female attendant wrapped in 
a peshtemal, a traditional Turkish towel, 
slaps by in designer clogs.

I’m in the UNESCO-listed Zeyrek 
district of Istanbul inside Çinili Hamam, a 
500-year-old Ottoman bathhouse, recently 
reborn after a 13-year restoration. The 
archeological process unearthed enough 
relics – pottery, stone carvings and tile 
(çinili) fragments, digitally reconstructed – 
to inspire an adjoining museum, which 
I visited before the hamam. 

I drift off thinking about one of the 
hamamiye poems that are inscribed on 
the cobalt-and-turquoise tiles under the 
plaster here:  Hamamin alusu benzer 
cennete (The space within the bathhouse is 
like Paradise).

I’m thinking, too, about the 
contemporary art exhibition in the newly 
uncovered Byzantine cistern, a warren 
of narrow corridors and low-lit alcoves 
beneath the hamam, when – whoosh! –  a 
bucket of warm water is sluiced across my 
body. The attendant looms, smiling. 

“Good?” she asks, guiding me over to a 
marble seat for a hair wash before patting 
me down with a peshtemal (like the nalin
clogs, the handiwork of Turkish fashion 
designer Hussein Chalayan). I’m then led 
into the magnifi cent interior of the Cold 
Room for tea, biscuits and a lie-down.

Çinili seamlessly combines the 
contemporary and the ancient. Guests 
pay upwards of €105 ($190) for treatments 
with names like “Original”, “Destress” 
and “Reborn”. Several women in robes 
are relaxing on recliners around a grand 
marble fountain, over which hangs an 
enormous modern chandelier. 

Glossy art books sit on a side table. A 
rectangle of glass in the fl oor reveals an 
archaeological dig. Over by the tall front 
doors – on which is affi xed a large blue 
nazar amulet, to protect against the evil 
eye – are a range of natural skin products, 
for sale in the boutique outside.

In the private garden on a terrace 
with a café and spectacular views over 
the Golden Horn, the main inlet of the 
Bosphorus Straight, I meet Koza Yazgan, 
the director of the complex. Yazgan’s 
family own the Marmara Group, a 
privately held real-estate investment fi rm 
with luxury hotels in locations including 

New York and Istanbul. Redeveloping a 
hamam, she tells me, seemed like a logical 
business move.

“What are three things that people do 
when they visit Istanbul?” she says. “They 
eat Turkish food, drink Turkish coffee and 
go to a Turkish hamam.”

A rare double hamam (the men’s 
quarters are equally as lush), Çinili 
Hamam was built between 1530 and 
1540 by Mimar Sinan, the chief imperial 
architect of the Ottoman Empire, after a 
late-life commission by the Ottoman navy 
admiral Hayreddin ‘Redbeard’ Barbarossa. 
Perched in hilly Zeyrek, then home to 
palace offi cials and military commanders, 
the building had an interior adorned with 
10,000 tiles. 

Most were ransacked; a few found their 
way to collections at the British Museum 
and its ilk.

Over the centuries, a succession 
of owners altered, remodelled and 
replastered. The hamam had been 
derelict for years when it was purchased 
in 2010 on the say-so of Yazgan’s mother, 
Bike Gursal. “We wanted to continue 
the Turkish tradition of bathhouses as 
communal spaces and gathering places,” 
says Yazgan.

“The architect said it would take 
three or four years to restore. But as our 
archaeological team peeled back the 
layers, locating the underground cistern, 
fi nding objects including Roman artefacts 
dating back to the fi fth century, the 
timeline kept extending and it became 
an obsession. 

“When we opened [in September 
2023], it was as a multifunctional cultural 
complex that includes a museum and an 
exhibition program.”

Technology and history meet in the 
museum, where tile fragments have 
been digitally reconstructed into their 
hexagonal originals. 

A display case features rows of original 

nalin clogs inlaid with mother-of-pearl, 
their varied heights signifying 
social standing. Projections on a wall 
recreate original hamam rituals, and 
display hamamiye couplets with 
English subtitles. 

Down in the cistern, an exhibition titled 
Where the River Burns features the work 
of French artist Juliette Minchin, who 
conjures artworks from tin and wax.

 It speaks to an art residency program 
in which international artists work 
with local artisans to create work that 
complements its confi nes. 

“We are giving the city of Istanbul a new 
multisensory experience,” says Yazgan, 
“and making the hamam ritual relevant 
for today’s world.” L&L

The writer was a guest of Zeyrek Çinili 
Hamam.

Clockwise from 
top: Inside Zeyrek 
Çinili Hamam; 
the women’s 
Cold Room; the 
haman retains 
architectural relics; 
ceramic fragments 
and artefacts in the 
museum. PHOTOS:  
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Unearthed wonder
An Ottoman-era bathhouse re-emerges as a hub of so much 

more than soaking, writes Jane Cornwell.

Opening hours
Zeyrek Çinili 
Hamam is open 
from Tuesday 
through Sunday 
between 8am–
10pm. The last 
recommended time 
to book is 8.30pm.
Rates
Haman treatments 
start at €105 ($190) 
for 50 minutes. 
Museum tickets are 
180 Turkish lira ($6).
Exhibition
Where the River 
Burns by French 
artist Juliette 
Minchin runs until 
January 18.
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