ADVOCATES OF THALASSOTHERAPY EXTOL THE POWER OF SEAWATER
TO HEAL EVERYTHING FROM MIGRAINES TO MENOPAUSE
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its water, and its algae. Today there are
about 40 thalasso centers along the
Atlantic, Channel, and Mediter-
ranean coasts of France. Thalasso-
therapy is also popular in other
European countries, where the prac-
tice of “taking the waters” (thermal
springs in Italy, mineral baths in
Germany) has existed in one form or
another for many years, and more
recently has been taken up by resorts
in Mexico (Paraiso de la Bonita) and
California (Montage Resort & Spa).

The tradition of thalassotherapy
has changed over the centuries, from
going into the ocean to bringing the
ocean, heated and purified, indoors.
(See “History Lesson,” opposite.) But
the regime still incorporates a variety
of treatments in which one is bathed,

rubbed, or

scrubbed with seawater or seaweed to

showered, wrapped,

cure and prevent various conditions
and to provide “vitality and replenish-
ment for the body,” as one center
boasts. Advocates claim thalasso-
therapy improves a variety of afflic-
tions, from migraines to menopause,
stress to skin problems, chronic
fatigue to calcium deficiency. It may
help you stop smoking, lose weight, or

recover from childbirth. The baths are
said to dilate the blood vessels of the

skin, promoting the penetration of
minerals in the seawater. Walking
pools are said to relieve the “heavy
legs” caused by poor circulation.
Seaweed wraps are said to be antibi-
otic and antibacterial and to ease aches
and pains.

There has been a good deal of sci-
entific interest in seaweed—the
Scottish Seaweed Research Institute
was set up to explore its potential uses
during World War 11, when it was

imperative to use natural resources. In
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the 1960s, scientists at the Gastro-
intestinal Research Lab at McGill Uni-
versity in Canada demonstrated that kelp
may inhibit the absorption of hazardous
metals and pollutants such as lead, cad-
mium, and radioactive strontium. (When
I called the Canadian Medical Association
Journal to request the articles that re-
ported these findings, the librarian called
them “oldie-moldies.”) As recently as
2004, researchers at the Institut Pasteur
in Paris found that the complex sugars in
seaweed called polysaccharides showed
significant activity against a number of
human pathogens.

But while the benefits of eating sea-
weed may have been documented, there’s
a dearth of modern research about trans-
dermal (through the skin) application.

The French government dictates certain

blood from a dog until it lapsed into a
coma, then brought the dog back to full
health with seawater injections. A few
years later, he published his theories
about the similarity in composition of
seawater and human plasma for such ele-
ments as sodium, potassium, calcium,
magnesium, sulfate, phosphorus, and
copper. Quinton’s comparisons are often
touted on wall charts in thalasso centers,
the implication being that the beneficial
qualities of these elements can easily be
transferred through the skin by immer-
sion 1n seawater.

In 1971, Jean-Jacques Dubarry; a pro-
fessor at the University of Bordeaux,
claimed to demonstrate that human skin
can be permeated by the ions in seawater
and that the water’s minerals are

absorbed in direct proportion to their

Thalassotherapy Incorporates a variety

of treatments in which one is bathed.
showered, wrapped, rubbed, or scrubbed
with seawater or seaweed.

standards of operation for thalasso cen-
ters, regulating the procedures by which
water can be taken from the sea, trans-
ported to and heated for use in the spa,
but it has not demanded demonstration
of efficacy. Much 21st-century treatment
is justified with 19th-century “re-
search”—a rather dubious provenance.
(We've come a long way since leeching
was considered sound medicine.)

The French put great stock in the
theories of a physiologist named René
Quinton (1866—1925), who observed
that all animals, from reptiles to birds to
mammals, contain a fluid akin to diluted
seawater. In 1897, Quinton conducted
an experiment in which he drained the

deficiency in the body—a claim that is
often repeated by thalasso centers in
explaining the therapy. In 1980, Alain
Deledique, M.D., the former medical
director of a thalassotherapy institute in
Brittany, published a book called Vous ne
Pouvez Plus Ignorer la Thalassotherapie (You Can
No Longer Ignore Thalassotherapy). But the
health claims about thalassotherapy have
never been supported with the gold stan-
dard of clinical trials by objective investi-
gators and peer-reviewed articles in
scientific journals. As part of my research
for this article, I tried to get in touch with
Dubarry and Deledique. The former, I
was told, is deceased, and the latter was
last heard of working in the French
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Caribbean. Neither the university nor
the institute responded to repeated
inquiries about thalassotherapy:.

To figure out what could legitimately
be claimed for thalassotherapy; to separate
fact from spa faith, albeit centuries-old
faith, I consulted a variety of experts in
physics, biochemistry, oceanography, and
dermatology: (See “What the Experts Say”
on page 116.) But first [ immersed myself
in thalassotherapy at two of Brittany’s pre-
mier centers, the Sofitel Diététique in
Quiberon and the Miramar in Port
Crouesty, both on the south coast.

At the Sofitel Diététique, there are
about a dozen weeklong thalasso pro-
grams aimed at a specific audience or
need: Young Mothers includes “bust
therapy,” Masculin Tonic incorporates
flexibility testing and scalp massage,
and Marine Beauty adds paraffin and
collagen treatments for the hands and
the “fragile zones” of the face. At the
Miramar, the programs include Anti-
Stress (the sea treatments are supple-
mented with daily yoga and
“oxygenation” exercises), Slimming
(with body-fat measurement and
“shape assessment” by a dietician), and
Mi Hai (which incorporates traditional
Chinese medicine techniques such as
tui na massage and acupuncture). At
both resorts, an initial appointment
with one of the staff doctors deter-
mines the appropriate soins (literal
translation: “cares”). Soins are scheduled

for either morning or afternoon, so you
spend only half the day waterlogged.
The regimen of water treatments in
these and most other programs is fairly
standard, according to thalasso theory

For affusion, I am in a tiled room, face-
down and naked on a table padded with
plastic. (At the Sofitel, I'm granted the
modesty of a paper bikini.) A few feet

above my body; a long shower arm out-»
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History lesson

m 420 B.c. Greek playwright Euripides, a fan
of thalasso-ish therapy before it had a name,

writes, “Sea washes the troubles of all
numans.”

m 2nd century B.c. Boman politician Caton
the Elder adds seawater to wine to make &
restorative drink for tired slaves.

m 17th century In France, seawater is
considered a remedy for rabies.

# Early 18th century Queen Anne of
England travels to Bath to "take the waters,”
popularizing the practice.

m 1750 "A dissertation on the use of seawa-
ter in the affections of the glands” is pub-
lished by British physician RBichard Bussell,
"It 1S necessary 1o drink some seawater, o
have baths in seawater, and to eat any sea
product where {ts virtue 1s concentrated,”
writes Dr, Russell, who prescribes bever-
ages containing marine ingreaients like cut-
tiefish bones, crabs’ eyes, tar, and bumt
sponge—yummy. At Brighton, then a six-

hour stagecoach ride from London, his

patients are seated in small bathing boxes
on the beach and wheeled into the sea by
attendants called “dippers” for ladies and

‘bathers” for gentlemen. Each dipping prom-

Ises to "strengthen your brain and revitalize
YOur nerves., "

m 1778 The Maison de la Sante, con-
structed of wooden planks, is built directly
on the beach at Dieppe on the northem
coast of France, with seawater bathtubs,
Since the seashore is a public domain, sea-
bathing establishments are given only tem-
porary licenses and often have to be col-
lapsible. Tents are arranged facing the sea,
and a crew of maitres baigneurs helps peo-
pie take thelr baths, which are recommena-
ed for “the depressed, the lymphatic, the
asthmatic, and the neurotic.”

m 1824 The Duchess of Beny, the Paris
Hilton of her day, makes Dieppe a fashion-

able bathing resort. Therapeutic sea bathing
moves Inaoors, with each estaplishment car-
rying the name of one royal protector. As
bathing centers get bigger, casinos are
added for entertainment—ihe precursor of
the Bellagio. A French law Is passed that for-
bids gambling anywhere except “climatic
resorts” and “water cities.”

m 1867 In Arcachon, near Bordeaux on the
southwestem coast of France, Dr. Joseph
de la Bonnardiere coins the word thalasso-
therapy from the Greek thalassa (sea) and
therapeia (healing).

m 1894 The first international congress of
sea bathing and water therapy is held in
Boulogne-sur-Mer, France, promoting the
regime for gynecological, dermatological,
and ear/nose/throat diseases.

m 1899 In Roscoff, on the northem Brittany
coast, French doctor L.ouis Bagot opens
Llnstitut Rockroum, using "kinebalneo-
therapie” to treat rheumatism, based on the
tonic effect of warmed seawater.

& 1904 French biologist Rene Quinton pub-
lishes his hypothesis claiming that the first
live cell came from the sea and companng
the mineral composition of seawater ana
blood plasma. Quinton also opens ‘advice
centers” that offer seawater injections.

m 1920-1940 With the advent of modeam
antibiotics like penicillin, the "sea cure’ falls
out of favor.

m 1964 Champion French cyclist Louison
Bobet is treated with thalassotherapy in his
native Brittany after a car accident. "The
results on my weakened body were so dis-
tinct, so spectacular,” he says, "that once |
felt better, | remained dazzled by the virtues
of the seawater.” Determined 1o share the
results, he establishes a thalasso center at
Quiperon on the southern coast of Brittany,
reenergizing the tradition. There are about 40
such centers In France today.
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- What the experts say

DRAWING ON EXPERT OPINIONS FROM

the worlds of skin care and marine biology, we
tried 10 hold the thalassotherapy tradition up to
the hot white light of modem science,

is seaweed good for you?

Possibly, There are approximately 30,000
species, all rich in minerals and trace elements
that are calied cofactors, meaning they acti-
vate enzymes necessary for proper cellular
function, like the key you insert in a car
ignition.

How about seawater?
Again, possibly. The sea is the ultimate
mineral water.

But can seaweed and seawater get
through the skin?

The answer to that question depends on
who's being asked. The only difference
Detween seawater and freshwater is the
higher concentration of dissolved solids in
the former—basically everything that has run
downhill into the sea over miillions and
millions of years, explains Dan Walker,

Ph.D., a scholar at the Ocean Studies Board
at the National Academy of Sciences in
Washington, D.C. These solids are ions—
atoms that have acguired an electric charge
Py gaining or losing one or more electrons.
‘Almost any ion would be small enough to be
absorbed by the skin, but that doesn't mean it
will be,” says Walker. "A cell membrane is what
we refer to as a permeavility barrier. it's not a
sScreen on a screen door, where anything
that's smaller than the size of the screen will
go through.” Cell functioning also allows the
concentration of water 1o be higher outside
than inside the body. "Otherwise.” says
Walker, "all the water in your cells wouid just
go out into the atmosphere.”
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if the skin is so good at keeping things
out, how come drug-dispensing skin
patches work?

“The skin is a sophisticated organ whose job
is 1o keep what's outside out and what's
inside in,” says Linda K. Franks, M.D., a New
York City dermatologist and spokesperson for
the American Academy of Dermatology, One
of the key factors in absorption is whether or
not the foreign product is lipophilic, meaning it
has some of the same qualities of the fatty
membranes that surround all celis, including
skin cells. These lipid membranes are meant
to keep the agueous interior of the cell intact.
if a product has a fatty-acid guality to it, then
absormtion is easier. Like seeks out like. With

That’s a large generalization. Is everyone’s
skin the same?

You might have different levels of lipids as
you age and the skin breaks down," says
Audra Stinchcomb, Ph.D., an associate
professor of pharmacy at the University of
Kentucky in Lexington and chief scientific
officer at AllTranz, a company that does
research for pharmaceutical development.
‘But the fats that are part of the barrier
stopping things from being absorbed are
there even If you have dry skin—dryness is a
function of how much water is retained. If we
change the chemistry, like If we add alcohol,
we can alter the skin surface and make things
penetrate faster.” Of course, thalassotherapy

Elements in seawater such as potassium,
phosphorous, and sodium are held in

caretul equilibrium in our bodies and help
regulate many bodily functions.

topical estrogens and nicotine patches, the
active ingredient may not be a fatty molecuie,
but it's coupled with one that will drag it
through the skin,

So what is the implication for
thalassotherapy?

It's difficult for seawater 10 be absorbed by the
skin, The minerals in seawater and algae are
not lipid. "Their atoms have an electric
charge,” explaing Dr. Franks, "which means
that they want to be suspended in water,
which does not get along with 1ats, It's like
making gravy: Fat rises to the top of the liguid.
Those two solutions don't want anything to do
with each other.”

centers boast of the naiural, unadded-to state
of their seawater and seaweed.

What about the thalassotherapy claim
that the minerals in seawater are
absorbed in direct proportion to their
deficiency in the body?

it seams unlikely because the molecular size and
polarity of minerals prevent them from
penetrating the skin. "The cutaneous barrier,”
explans Dr. Franks, “is made up of the epi-
dermis, intercellular channels, franscellular
channels, cell membranes, cell-to-call com-
munication channels.... The bottom line is that
iarge molecules can't get through those tiny
channels.” Stinchcomb points out that the
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minerals in seawater and algae are known as big
saits, "and we think of big salts as not having
much absarption into the skin,” she says,
“aithougn they might go into the hair follicles. Do |
believe there is significant absorption that has an
effect on heaith and well-peing? Probably not.”

Aha, so molecular size is the real key in
skin penetration.

Not according to Daniel Maes, Ph.D., vice
president of global research and development at
Estée Lauder. "In the past, | thought the skin was
a barrier to high-molecular-weight substances,
out the more | work, the more | think it is not
re,” says Maes, “Skin is not a perfect barrier, It
lets a molecule of fairly big size penetrate.”

So the minerals in seawater could get
through?

Probably not, continues Maes. "The problem
is the polarity, Minerals and trace elements
nave two positive charges and are not going
o penetrate the skin. They will be attracted to
tne suriace of the skin, which is charged
negatively, but they certainly will not go
through the cell membrane,”

What about the minerals in algae?

Here the story is slightly different. What Maes
and his colleagues do in thelr labs is play with
ine atoms of elements—a process called
biological transtormation—oinding them to other
supstances to reduce their overall charge, which
increases their abiiity to penetrate in skin-care
products. "But we believe that in algas, the
biotransformation happens naturally,” says Maes.
“When we measure penetration of magnesiun,
ron, and copper in the skin, we obsernve
increased delivery.”

Does a swim in the ocean constitute free
thalassotherapy?

If you've ever gone to the beach with a cut or
abrasion anad found it was better at the end of the
day, Dr. Franks can explain. “You've been
continually in a maeist environment that has
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waterlogaed the skin, has made it very plisble,
nasn't allowed a dry scab to form. We would
advise putting ointment on it. You've just
optimized wound care, anly you've ussd nature
to doit.” Dr. Franks points out that elements in
seawater such as potagsium, phesphonus, and
sodium are held in careful equilibrium in our
podies. They're electrolytes, chemical
compounds that are able to conduct electricity,
s0 they help regulate many bodily functions—
heart rhyihms, enzymatic reactions, absarption of
nutrients through the intestines, nerve
conduction, muscle contraction. “These minerals
are already in the fluid that is within our cells, but
those are very tightly balanced, Can a few get In?
Can it have some effect? Mayoe. We don't know
everything anout the benefits of soaking. It's not
Ikely to be by apsormtion of these minerals into
the skin, Some of the therapeutic benefits these
spas are offering may be from heat and
moisturization of the upper layers of skin.”

Wouldn’t it be easier io eat the seaweed
than to get rubbed with it?

You do not get the same benefit from eating,
say, the nori wrappers on your favorite sushi,
according to Dan Fryda, the founder of Spa
Technologies Intemational, a New York
company that has developed a line of skin-
care products based on algae imported from
Brittany, It's the complex sugars called poivsac-
charides in seaweed that play the key role in
the uptake of minerals from the sea and in
eliminating harmful metals, says Fryda, who is
writing a book called The Ocean Within. "When
you eat polysaccharides, they wind up in the
mucous of your intestinal tract and you can't
digest them,” he explains. “That's why
seaweed IS so low In calories.” Fryda disputes
the idea that the beneficial minerais in seaweed
ancd seawater can't penetrate the skin. "if the
human body were the size of the earth,” he
postulates, "every cell would be like one of the
Rocky Mountains, protein and fat molecules
would be like skyscrapers, and minerais would
be like grains of sand.”

Suppose you could drink seawater—
would you get the benefits of
thalassotherapy?

Seawater Is saltier than the human body, and a
useful explanation of salinity comes from the
Office of Naval Research, the science-and-
technology branch of the United States Navy
ancl Marine Corps. Water likes balance. It flows
through a semipermmeable membrane such as
skin from an area of high concentration (ots of
water, |ittie salt) 1o an area of low concentration
(ittle water, lots of salt), This process, called
0SMOSIS, Is why you can't drink saltwater. Your
Kicneys would try fo expel the extra salt as
quickly as passible and in the process pump oult
more water than you took in, Soon you would be
dehydrated, and your cells and argans would
not be able to function properny.

Hasn’t anyone tested the health claims
for thalassotherapy?

"One criticism you can make Is that there have
not been serious double-blind controlled
studies about this,” says Maes. “The
companies that are supplying marnne
ingredients to the industry are doing studies,
but they're considered proprietary, part of the
arsenal of information to convince us to use
their ingredients. We have 1o sign secrecy
agreerments.”

And the final verdict? Can you absorb
the benefits of the sea through the skin?
“The answer is yes and no," says Alexander
Sepper, M.D., Ph.D., vice president of
research and development at Bionova Inc. in
New York, which conducts research on
picactive substances. “From a historical point
of view, ves, because we all evolved from the
sea, It might be that somewhere in-our genes
is the code of recognition of these substances.
The customer feels good, so that means
something is in the seawater that our tissues
can absorb and use, But that's a supposition.
Unfortunately, there is no serious science
behind all these claims and treatments.”
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fitted with multiple jets begins spraying
me with warm seawater as a therapist
gently rubs my back, arms, and legs with
citronella cream. I smell like mosquito
repellent, but the combination of water
and rubdown is heavenly. At the
Miramar, the similar soin is called douche a
quatre masns, or four-handed shower: Two
therapists do the rubbing, minus the
citronella. Sybaritic, yes, but the prom-
ise is more than simple relaxation—one
description claims “double sedative
actions on the nervous receivers of the
skin.” It’s also supposed to improve
resistance to stress and to stimulate cir-
culation, but at neither center is there a
way of measuring whether this has in
fact happened.

The water-massage bath, variously
called bain hydromassant and bain multi-jets,
is a tubful of computer-programmed
frothing. The bubbles are supposed to
disperse a layer of air between the skin
and the water, allowing the algae pow-
der that’s been poured in to penetrate.
At the Sofitel, the treatment is said “to
encourage tissue oxygenation and gen-
eral relaxation with a capital R.” When
I get into the private whirlpool, I find
myself on high alert as the series of
timed jets rotate on and off, accompa-
nied by flashing colored lights that have
an almost hallucinogenic effect. The
same bath at the Miramar does not
include the light show; and I might doze
off if not for the congenial attendant
who keeps coming in to ask, “Cava?” So,
yes, I'm tranquil, but am I oxygenated?
How would I know?

Dotiche sous marine is an assisted under-
water shower. I climb into another tub
of seawater, but this time the therapist
stays with me, using a powerful hose
against my legs from thighs to toes that
turns the water into a cloudy eddy. It
reminds me of childhood swims during
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which I'd sidestroke past a garden hose
that had been put in the pool to raise
the water level. In this case, water pres-
sure is touted for soothing muscle
spasms, easing painful areas, and, once
again, stimulating circulation. It’s espe-
cially agreeable on the soles of my feet—
like a mini foot massage.

My least favorite treatment is the
equivalent of the old Scotch hose: I
stand about five feet from an attendant
and make quarter turns while she aims a
shower nozzle at me. The water pres-
sure is so strong that it stings up and
down my legs, and there’s a cold-water
finish—am I being punished? At the
Miramar, this treatment is called douche a

pomme—for some reason, the shower-

weight loss, of course, is quite tempo-
rary. Why; I wonder, isn’t the seaweed
analyzed before and after it's used to
determine what “toxins,” if any, leave
the body?

There’s a serious intent to the exer-
cise class that takes place in a small pool
filled shoulder-high with warm seawa-
ter. Exercising while immersed in-
creases the pressure on the body
without a commensurate increase in
strain, and it’s purported to improve
lymphatic drainage. But I get a real case
of the giggles as I join halfa dozen “stu-
dents” (all wearing shower caps) hold-
ing on to underwater metal bars while
an instructor counts our leg lifts (“un,
deux, trois..”) against gushing jets. The

| join half a dozen “students™ (all

wearing shower caps) holding

&
on to underwater metal bars whi
an nstructor counts our le

head is thought to resemble an apple.
It's supposed to relax all the major mus-
cle groups, being particularly effective
for edema and cellulite. I can imagine
that the alternately warm and cool sea-
water may be invigorating to some, but
if my muscles are relaxed, the rest of me
is made irritable by the pain.

Seaweed wraps are purported to
eliminate toxins and excess water
through sweating while also replenish-
ing minerals. In the Miramar’s enveloppe-
ment, a green poultice of algae is applied
to the front of my body—a restful 20
minutes in a cocoon. The effect of the
algae seems more concentrated during
algotherapie, since the poultice, applied
this time to the back of my torso and
legs, is intensified with a heat lamp. Any

O

i

o lifts.
20-minute session has the potential
(and the safeguard against injury) of
any water-based physiotherapy, but to
me it seems like a cross between Navy
Seals training and a Saturday Night Live
sketch, and as a calorie burner (thalas-
so-robics?) it's wimpy.

There are many more treatments—
every possible kind of spray or jet or
mudpack on every part of the body
where it could plausibly do good, all
variations on a theme. But the piece de
résistance of the thalasso regime is the
parcours aquatique, or water trail. At the
Sofitel, a large round seawater pool,
heated to just below body temperature,
is divided into activity stations: under-
water geysers aimed at the legs,
stomach, and hips; horseshoe-shaped
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“microbubble chairs® with jets in the
seats and footrests; a fountain cascading
against the neck and shoulders; a
“dynamic corridor” for walking; and an
outdoor Jacuzzi overlooking the cliffs.
It's classic hydrotherapy: The various
gushings of water are meant to provide
“effective” massage, give the muscles a
“workout,” get rid of stress, and “clean
your lungs.” A cold plunge is recom-
mended for 30-second dips, but I avoid
it after dipping in a toe. At the Miramar,
the parcours includes “the maze” (floor-
level geysers, waterfalls, and jets at differ-
ent heights), “the river” (where you must
walk or swim against a rushing current),
and “the grapefruit bath.” (Yes, there are
grapefruits bobbing around in it; they’re
said to have “stimulating qualities.”)

It’s fun to submit to the stations of
the parcours, but why so many jets? For
men, | learn, the goal is to provide
muscle tone; for women, to combat
cellulite; for everyone, to increase cir-
culation and mobility of the joints. It
seems to me the epitome of passive
exercise. When I try to up the intens-
ity by resisting the current, ’'m carried
along like a gum wrapper in the street
after a fire hydrant opens up.

The Miramar claims that thalas-
sotherapy is “curative and preventive
and aims at total physical regeneration.”
The Sofitel claims that just breathing
the “vivifying air” of this region “stimu-
lates the vital functions and helps to
regain one’s energy’ and that seaweed,
“the queen of the marine environment,”
has minerals and vitamins “essential for
your major biological functions.” Are
these minerals and vitamins seeping
into my skin? Am I inhaling something
that’s aiding my immune system, my cir-
culation, my metabolism? The Sofitel
attempts to answer some of these ques-

tions by taking blood samples from
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he Sofite

ABOUT 40 YEARS AGO, A TOUR DE FRANCE
champion named Louison Boket, the Lance
Anmistrong of his day, was injured In a car
accidert and improved so dramatically after
seawaler reaiments that he established a
thalassotherapy institute near his home, on a
Peautiful peninsuia in southem Brttany, Two
hotels were built rext to the center, the Sofitel
Thalassa in 1965 and the Sofitel Digtétigue in
1973, and their reputation spread all the way to
Holywood—Gregory Peck and Jane Fonda
were visitors, A bon vivart who got into more hot
walter than thalasso provided, Bobet lost the
properties in 1975, His baby is now part of the
Accor group, which owns 4,000 hotsls in 90
countries. The recently renovated Thalassa arid
Distétique fom a C-shaped curve facing the sea
and sharing the institute.

The public spaceas are sleek and modem bt
relaxed rather than fancy, with fresh flowers in
many comers. Guest rooms are barely big
enough fora TV and a bed, but the TV is flat-
screen and the bed is serously cushy, with layers
of downy comfort, Treatment rooms lie aong a
series of multievel comidors, with additional ones
N a group of freestanding round structures that
ook like industnal vats. They ruin alongside the
largest lap poo! I've ever seen (25 meters, or
more than 80 fest). There's not much in the way
of a locker room—you must tote your own
shampoo to the bare-bones shower. | espacially
liked the safon de repos, a quiet room fumished
with deck chairs and duvets for napping and
reading, and the hamimam, an attractively tiled
stearm room.

The Dietetigue claims to be the only fully diet
rotel in France, but the philosophy is “Life is far
too short to slim In suffernng.” Breakfast is served
to guests in their rooms. One side of the menu is
written In English, so | don't have to struggle to
translate health advisories such as "Ceredls are
the main source of energy for muscles and
nerves” and "Frult, which is rich in vitamin C, has

a tonic effect.” If yols're expecting croissants and

cafe creme, the menu will seem relatively
spartar—skim milk is served with coffes, the
confiture is fow-sugar, and the butter is allegee
(ightened)—but there's a terific nonfat cheese
‘vie" made with skim-milk cheese, and a slice of
wheat toast dipped In a four-minute bolled egg
tastes positively decadent compared to an
American egg-white omelet.

Breakfast choices are monitored by the
distician, who sends you a note if sne
disapproves and visits your dinner table to inquire
about the next day's meals, The resort’s brochure
promises, “The digticlan is aways on hand to
reply 1o whatever guestions you have. She is your
guardian angel.” With few exceptions (@ truly vie
salmoen sauce that is gray in color and tastes like
iodine), the calone-controlied lunches and dinners
[abhout 400 calories each) are quite safisiying—
neawy on the local seafoad, bread senved only on
request, There's even a reduced-fat cheese
trolley (vive la France!), but—mon dieu~—no wine.
(fronic that such a wet experience is dry,) At the
Thalassa, guests are unencumbered by dietary
restrictions. BEverything ong associates with
clagsic French cuising is available—wing, cheese,
bread, souffles—as well as a good New York
strip steak, If that's your pelson,

There's not much o do on this remote
peninsula. What litfle activity is provided (an
adeguately stocked gym, the occasional yoga
class) confirms the idea that the French regard
the Amerncan obsession with exercise as
deranged. For entertainment, there are regular
"festivals’ of music, theater, and comeay
(regretftably, | am missing the “festival of reading
and literature in bathrobe”), and in the warm
weather, there are plaue-nigues dietetigues held
on the lovely nearby island of llie de Houate, But
my exercise consists of walking along the cliffs,
swathed in layers whipped around me by the
orisk sea breezes, feeling like the French
Lietenant's VWoman.

One-week programs with three meals a
day from $2,926. www.accorthalassa.com
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guests at the beginning and end of
their stays, to be analyzed by a doctor
in Paris, but as general manager
Olivier Brugere says, “Most people
don’t want to contribute.” No results
have been made available yet, and I
don’t qualify because I'm not staying
for the full-week program. “We don’t
promise any weight loss,” says
Brugere. “If you want to go to town
and eat chocolate, we don’t follow
you. But if you follow our program,
we are roughly sure you will lose
three kilos in a week.” (That’s about
6.5 pounds.)

I don’t know how mineralized I
am at the conclusion of my stay. I am

certainly deeply relaxed after just a
few days of thalassotherapy, and my
skin seems plumped up, with a linger-
ing thoroughly cleansed smell that is
part iodine, part menthol, part grass. I
have not lost weight because I cheated
and ate cheese and croissants (see the
boxes on the Sofitel on page 119 and
the Miramar Crouesty at right), but I
haven’t gained, either, despite the lim-
ited calorie burning in a thalasso
regime. (This is hardly the spa experi-
ence for a fitness fiend.) Spa-ing in
Brittany is all about taking the
waters—accepting the traditions and
literally going with the flow. I've spent
more time in the water than Esther
Williams, and I feel almost dirty when
[ resume an at-home routine of a
mere daily shower. Is thalasso legit?
From a scientific point of view, the
jury is still out, but perhaps 60 million
Frenchmen (and their grands-meres)
can’'t be wrong.

AIMEE LEE BALL is the coauthor of
four books, including No Time to Die,
and a contributing editor at O: The
Oprah Magazine.
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| he Miramar Crouesty

THE GLEAMING WHITE OCEAN LINER THAT
looks as if it has run aground isnt a ship at all
put the ship-shapead Miramar Crouesty, buift on

the tip of a peninsula between the Atlantic

Ocean and the Gulf of Morbihan, Every effort
has been made to evoke the sense of cruising,
from the nautical blue-and-white color paletie to
the portholes and coiled rope handrails along
the walls, Most of the "statercoms” along
several 'decks” are identical, small and rather
Dasic, with buiit-in setiees ihat are a lot shorter
than | am. This is unfortunate because there's
no commodious, auiet place to relax during
downtime from thalasso: The pool areas are
shared with the "youngsters club,” the non-
descript and windowless lounge “onboard”
seems mote suited to a PowerPoint pres-
entation, and the "hammams” are tragic—
closet-size cubicles in the men's and ladies'
sathrooms. There's a more appealing coed ex-
perience, the eucalyptus inhatation room, but its
nalf-dozen chaises cannot accommodate the
demand. Although | pass by often, | never get
the chance to use it

Most of the real estate (more than 25,000
square feet) is devoted 1o the thalassotherapy
institute that was, until this winter, named for
Louison Bobet, whose brother established i,
but after recent negotiations with the family, the
Bobet name has besn removed—iterally.
(There's siill a pentimento of the letters at the
entrance.) About 50 freshly scrubbed, mostly
portholed treatment rooms line two long
corridors on the lower deck, and both are filled
with the distinctive pungent odor of algae. You
can get a clean white robe and slippers at the
reception desk before heading off to follow your
program, printed on a card In a plastic slesve.

There are some tenific non-thalasso
treatments, too, like the “herbal Siam,” a
massage with a cloth-wrapped pompom of
sesame seeds, and a chocolate facial with a
melted semiswest mask. Why? “Cocoa

contains elements that are even more efficient
antioxidants than wine or tea and protect
efficiently against free radicals and aging,”
claims the institute. | don't know about that, but
t'S good enough to eat.

Guests are free to altemate between the
traditional dining rocom and the diet restaurant—
the former has a wine list; the latter, a mineral-
water list. (Those an speaific programs for
weignt loss or smoking cessation have
consultations with a dietician and are expected
o eat dietetigue.) The regular menu seems a bit
fussy and overly sauced, so I'm guite content to
eat from the leaner spa menu, where the fish is
ikely to be wrapped with braised leeks rather
than napped witn cream. The Sunday-night
seafood buffet around the pool really evokes a
cruise theme; there's such a bounty of fresh
and smoked fish that | can stuff myself refatively
guilt-free. (The oysters, from local waters, are
the best f've ever tasted.) Breakfast is self-serve,
and there are pains au chocaolat alongside the
stewed prunes, so discipline is required.

Special spa touches include a citrus spray
for your tenry cloth robe offered in'the reception
area and a delicious bemry-flavored smoothie
served midaitemoon at the juice bar near the
poaol The gym is small but well equipped, and
it was ming alone dunng my entire stay. The
Miramar marnna offers some shopping diversions
(including the non-aletetigue butter cookies for
which Brittany is famous), as well. it helps to
speak a bit of French, as most of the thalasso
information is not translated into English, sither
by the attendants or in the brochures. But the
concierge named Stephane is one of the
most helpful resort employees | have ever en-
countered, and wouid be an instarit best friend
to anyone whose French skills stop somewhere
around a plume de ma tante.”

One-week programs with three meals
a day from $1,950. www.miramar
crouesty.com

visit spafinder.com



