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InnerRetreat

 URBAN     
  AWAKENING 

Writer Theresa Harold 

Sometimes you don’t need to travel far for an inspiring, 
life-changing retreat. Located in the very heart of London, 
ESPA Life at Corinthia is an urban oasis, where weary 
citizens and travellers can escape from their busy lives, 
regain the much-needed inner stillness, and perhaps, find 
a new perspective on life 
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I’d left my job, relocated from Hong 
Kong to England, and moved in with 
my partner – all within the space of a 

month. For the first time in years, I found I 
didn’t have a long-term plan. My previously 
packed Moleskine had been replaced with 
a decidedly blank 2014 version. I found 
myself scouring TED Talks for inspiration 
and reading books with titles like The 
Art of Happiness. I took up meditation 
and promptly forgot to practise after two 
days. Meanwhile, my caffeine intake had 
quadrupled, my sleep pattern was shot to 
pieces and my only form of exercise (an 
hour of riding a week) had been reduced 
to once a month. Was it any wonder that 
I’d turned into a lethargic grouch with bad 
skin? Something had to be done.  

DAY 1
It’s 11:30am when I arrive at Corinthia Hotel 
London. I’ve slept the entire train journey 
here, but I still feel inexplicably tired. After 
check-in, I go up to my room on the second 
floor overlooking Northumberland Avenue. 
I smile; it’s hard for me to hear that name 
without picturing the bright pink patch on 
Monopoly. I unpack and settle in, trying my 
best to get in the zone. 

I make my way down to the mezzanine 
level where ESPA Life is located. It’s not 
immediately obvious where the spa is. I 
follow the signs, walking through a set of 
glass doors before heading down a winding 
corridor. Everything, from the curved walls 
to the polished floor, emanates warmth and 
brightness. I later discover that the length of 

explains that by taking out the angular edges 
from the rooms, they’ve created womb-like 
pods where guests can feel cocooned. I 
notice that even the corridors aren’t linear, 
undulating instead like a snake.   

I meet my Gatekeeper, Stephen, 
who begins my journey with an initial 
assessment. The Gatekeeper’s role is to tailor 
the programme to your specific needs, as 
well as overseeing your progress along the 
way. It’s a thorough consultation, touching 
not only on diet and exercise but personal 
areas, such as relationships and financial 
health. During my time with Stephen, he 
asks me to rate my life according to the ‘Ten 
Pillars’ (e.g. spirituality, intimacy, fun/play 
etc.). For each of these pillars he asks me 
to give myself a score out of ten, with ten 

being the best possible state. It’s an intensely 
uncomfortable experience to assess oneself 
– honestly – in front of a stranger, but my 
mind goes back to Nichola’s earlier words: 
The guests who gain the most are the ones 
who open up. I take a deep breath and 
begin. 

An hour and a half later, I exit the room 
feeling drained. I have my appointment 
with the nutritionist in fifteen minutes but 
all I can think of is going back to my room 
and ransacking the mini-bar – for snacks, I 
hasten to add.   

Instead, I find myself back in the 
treatment room, answering a different set of 
questions, this time from Eve, the consultant 
nutritional therapist. It’s a painless hour, 
and I wonder what it says about myself that 
I’m happier talking to someone about my 
bowel movements than I am about my life 
satisfaction. 

DAY 2
The first item on my itinerary is an 
acupuncture consultation at 9am. I’ve 
never had acupuncture before and I’m not 
sure how much pain to expect. Fortunately, 
James, the in-house Acupuncture and 
Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) 
practitioner is patient with me. He talks me 
through the process and what he hopes to 
achieve. Referring to my list of symptoms, 

he also suggests doing a spot of cupping to 
activate the back and release tension.

James begins by pressing various points 
on my back to gage the differing levels 
of pain. I hear the flick of a lighter and a 
whoosh as the flame is extinguished. Then, 
a warm cup is pressed on me. As he moves 
the cup, it’s like someone is running a 
vacuum cleaner nozzle up and down my 
back.   

Now, here comes the acupuncture. 
As James inserts the needles, he asks for 
feedback on what sensations I’m feeling. I 
surprise myself with my answers. There is 
tingling and tickling, but not really anything 
I’d describe as pain.  

Once my session is complete, I make 
my way over to the gym with a bottle of 
water in hand. I’d been told it’s important 
to keep hydrated after such treatments 
to help the detoxification process. Ross 
introduces himself as my personal trainer 
and he quickly hones in on what areas 
need the most work, ie my shoulders and 
core.   

Moving over to the mats, he starts 
my Functional Movement Screen (FMS). 
The FMS is a series of tests that allows a 
person’s movement pattern to be quantified. 
As Ross explains, different instructors can 
test someone and still get the same results 
using the FMS, so it makes it very easy to 

the walkway is designed as an opportunity 
to decompress.  

Turning the corner, I reach reception. A 
smiling dark-haired woman is standing next 
to a silver leaf sculpture.   

“You must be Tess,” she says, holding out 
her hand. “My name is Nichola, I’m the Spa 
Director. Welcome to ESPA Life.”   

Nichola begins by giving me a site 
inspection, starting with the Spa Lounge 
next to reception. Here, guests can enjoy 
nutritious meals from a menu designed by 
renowned naturopath, Max Tomlinson. It’s 
an airy space, complete with magazines, 
pristine white seating and an ambient 
fireplace. Downstairs, Nichola shows me 
the nail studio and oval rooms (or ‘pods’) 
where the treatments take place. She 
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track progress. The session ends with some 
foam rolling, which is a self-myofascial 
release technique – essentially, muscle 
stretching.   

With PT over, I dash back to the Spa 
Lounge for lunch. After my workout, I’m 
hungry for some protein, so I opt for the 
organic free-range, corn-fed chicken with 
garlic and preserved lemon, as well as the 
Cellular Soak (coconut and cherry juice). 
The Signature Spa Blend infusion tea came 
highly recommended by Eve, and I’m 
inclined to agree. It’s a light, caffeine-free 
blend of lavender, whole organic rosebuds 
and verveine. It even manages to smell 
sweet without tasting sweet – though there 
is sugar provided should you so wish. 
Speaking of which, despite all the food 
having no additives, there are salt and 
pepper grinders on the table. As Nichola 

explains, ESPA Life is about empowering 
the guests with knowledge to make the right 
choice, not denying them.   

I finish my lunch and head back down 
for my osteopathy consultation with Bhart. 
What follows is the most informative and 
practical hour of my journey so far. Bhart 
discovers that my right leg is slightly longer 
than the left, which is causing my pelvis to 
tilt and my right side to tense up. A light 
bulb goes off in my head: this is why I’ve 

always ridden with uneven stirrups! The 
revelations continue. It turns out my desk 
space at home is all wrong, which explains 
the two-day long shoulder aches after an 
intense typing session. My migraines are 
the result of temporomandibular joint (TMJ) 
dysfunction, which could be helped with 
a few exercises and use of a night guard. A 
light bit of massage, medical acupuncture 
and spinal manipulation later, we’re 
done.   

I thank Bhart and head over to a 
neighbouring treatment pod. This time, 
there’s no need for me to talk at all as my 
therapist launches into a personalised facial. 
It’s deeply, dangerously relaxing. I try to fight 
the heaviness of my eyes, but before long 
I’m asleep. Mortifyingly, it’s the sound of my 
own snoring that wakes me up. My therapist 
kindly makes no mention of this as she 

THIS PAGE: Daniel Galvin’s salon is complete with a Movie Makeover Room. 
OPPOSITE PAGE: The meticulously designed River Suite at the hotel

create a contrast therapy that invigorates 
the body and flushes out toxins. I start with 
the vitality pool before moving on to the 
steam room. Despite living in Hong Kong 
for years, I still hate the humidity and don’t 
last long in the steam. I follow this with 
a plunge in the swimming pool to cool 
down before working up to the sauna and 
ice fountain. One thing to bear in mind is 
that it’s best to start with heat and end with 
cold as this decreases any swelling you may 
get.   

In the afternoon, I visit Bhart for my final 
osteopathy treatment. He runs through a set 
of exercises I can do at home to maintain 
the benefits of his work yesterday. When I 
leave his room, it is with promises to buy 

hands me a bag filled with ESPA skincare 
goodies and a detailed step-by-step guide 
on my new beauty routine. It might require 
a little more effort than I’m used to, but my 
face looks fresher than it has for months.

DAY 3 
I wake at 8:30am after a full, unbroken 
night’s sleep. I quickly do the maths: ten 
and a half hours of blissful unconsciousness. 
Feeling virtuous, I call In-Room Dining to 
request a bowl of organic porridge cooked 
in water to be served with berries and seeds. 
I add a couple of soft-boiled organic eggs 
and a cup of hot water with lemon to the 
order.  

When I meet James for my acupuncture 
follow-up session at 10am, I tell him of my 
record-breaking slumber. He seems pleased 
and tells me that my body needed it due 
to the natural healing process it’s going 
through.  Incorporating the feedback from 
my osteopathic session, James begins 
with some stronger cupping to release 
the tightness of my upper back. Through 
suction, cupping is able to loosen tension 
and lift connective tissue, as well as bringing 
an increased blood supply to the local area. 
He finishes off with a slightly deeper form 
of acupuncture and then it’s time for me to 
head over to the Thermal Floor to further the 
effects of the treatment.   

James recommends I keep hydrated 
as well as snack on the dried fruits and 
nuts available in the sleep pods. Ah, the 
sleep pods. A few people have told me 
they are their favourite place in the whole 
spa. Inside, it looks like a luxurious yurt. 
A fireplace hangs from the centre of the 
room with curtained alcoves surrounding 
it. Behind the translucent curtains there 
are beds covered with pillows and fleecy 
throws. There are magazines available but 
in light of the hypnotic fire, there’s not much 
else I want to do but sleep.   

After a brief rest, I use the Change and 
Chill facilities to slip into my swimming 
gear. The Thermal Floor is housed on the 
lowest level, bathed in what the guide 
described as a “rich and opulent darkness”. 
There is a swimming pool, vitality pool 
with massage jets, sauna, steam room, ice 
fountain and heated relaxation beds. Used 
in combination, these hot and cold elements 

a gym ball to replace my desk chair and 
a laptop elevator to reduce the strain of 
typing.   

On Bhart’s recommendation, the rest 
of my allotted ESPA Time is spent receiving 
an Active Abdominal Detox massage. 
Designed to eliminate bloating and boost 
muscle tone, it involves a blend of massage, 
body brushing, salt scrub exfoliation and 
a herbal poultice. My favourite part of the 
hour-long treatment is undoubtedly the 
scalp massage – though luckily this time, I 
don’t fall asleep.   

DAY 4  
It’s my last day at ESPA Life and as I make 
my way to my morning workout, I’m feeling 

ESPA Life is about 
empowering the 

guests with knowledge 
to make the right 

choice, not denying them
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surprisingly energised. In the gym, Ross 
puts me through my paces. Taking into 
account that I will be doing most of my 
exercise at home, he’s put together a fitness 
programme that doesn’t need any fancy 
equipment. Instead, it focuses on building 
strength and stability through simple tools 
like the exercise band. He shows me how 
to do chest stretches using a door frame and 
we end with another bout of foam rolling. 
Simple.   

Over the past few days, the various 
practitioners and I have worked a lot on my 
inner health and well-being. We’ve looked 
at my life goals, addressed structural issues 
in my body and worked on improving my 

diet – all of which is crucial to effecting 
any real, long-term change. But now it’s 
time for the shallow stuff; the superficial 
beauty treatments that many expect when 
they think of a spa. I want to leave the hotel 
feeling and looking a million dollars.   
First up is a pedicure in the nail salon. I’m 
booked in for a Rush Hour treatment and, 
true to their word, within an hour I’m done. 
I head up to the Daniel Galvin salon where 
a stylist begins my transformation. As she 
blow dries my hair, a manicurist starts work 
on my nails and all I’m left to do is sip tea 
when I can.   

Back at the Spa Lounge, I take a light 
lunch of miso soup as Stephen conducts his 
farewell Gatekeeper’s consultation with me. 
We chat about what changes I’ll realistically 
make, so I mention the gym ball and Ross’s 
routine. As I leave the spa, I thank him and 
Nichola for the much-needed retreat. Yes, it 
was only four days and I’d be naive to think 
my life fixed in that time…but I’m grateful 
the journey’s begun.    
www.espalifeatcorinthia.com

We’ve looked at my 
life goals, addressed 
structural issues in my 

body and worked on 
improving my diet

THIS PAGE: Enjoy healthful 
treats at the elegant Spa 
Lounge. OPPOSITE PAGE: 
Swimming pool at ESPA Life 
at Corinthia
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