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Whale sightings while
kayaking Monterey Bay

As migration season winds down this month,
gray whales heading back to northern feeding
grounds with their newborn calves are moving
more slowly and sticking closer to shore. If you’ve
already seen the impressive creatures from the
deck of a boat, here’s a chance to get down on the
water with them as they steam through Monterey
Bay. Kayak whale-watching trips out of Santa
Cruz Harbor are suitable for beginners, though
experienced paddlers might be tempted to test
their chops against the turbo-charged leviathans.
Sightings are not guaranteed, but otters, seals and
any number of birds are on hand if consolation is
required. 

Vitals: 8:30-11:30 a.m. Sundays through May. $50
per person. Kayak Connection, 413 Lake Ave. (831)
479-1121. www.kayakconnection.com. 

— Christine Delsol

READY, SET, GO

Quebec City
A few show-
ers; escape to
a cafe, prac-
tice your
French. High:
54, low: 42.

Gabarone,
Botswana
Showers;
this won’t
stop the
animals from
coming out
and it
shouldn’t
stop you.
High: 76,
low: 50.

Jaisalmer, Rajasthan,
India: Mostly sunny;
sizzle! High: 109, low: 82.

Source: Weather.com
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Doing without the doilies
A weekend getaway to Mendocino that’s big on
action, low on fluff. J6

Visit to the Egyptian barber
Sometimes a man needs a haircut and a shave, but
that doesn’t necessarily translate. J5

INSIDE

Bonnie Wach / Special to The Chronicle

By Cori Brett
SPECIAL TO THE CHRONICLE

The long road to Mohammed started
in Kona, Hawaii.

I had just come off the golf course,
fresh from a tie with my match-play
opponent, a young Japanese woman
half my age whose only golf experience
was at the driving range atop her office
building in downtown Tokyo. Then my
day really started. I boarded a red-eye
flight in Honolulu and was met nine
hours later in Newark, N.J., by a driver
who took me to John F. Kennedy In-
ternational Airport for another red-eye
to Marrakech, Morocco. 

All I could think of was: “When I get
there, I’m signing up for a massage, first
thing.”

My destination was Hotel La Ma-
mounia, Marrakech’s grand luxury
hotel with a history to match. Winston
Churchill often stayed there, honing his
painting skills by creating landscapes of
the hotel’s lush gardens and fragrant
orange orchard.

Upon arrival, haggard and rumpled, I
rushed down the elegant, white marble
staircase to the spacious spa and asked
breathlessly for a massage appoint-
ment. Now? Great! Relaxing for a few
minutes in the mosaic-tiled steam room,
I was shown to a private massage room,
dimly lit and decorated with a mural of
the distant Atlas Mountains. I climbed 

Rina Castelnuovo / New York Times 2008

SPA DESTINATIONS

Searching for the magic touch

By Susan Fornoff
CHRONICLE TRAVEL EDITOR

Years ago, I taught a Friday morning
aerobics class, and every other Friday
afternoon I splurged on a massage
therapist who dexterously eased my
aches and pains for what was then a
pricey $40 for a single hour. I was in
heaven.

Just about everyone who appreciates
the therapeutic value of a good massage
has a story like that one — often of
some beach in Thailand or an alley in
Shanghai where two hands (and maybe

forearms and feet, too) healed magi-
cally without costing an arm and a leg
or even a Jackson.

But today’s typical vacation resort
massage costs $100 or more for an
“hour” that sometimes lasts only 45
minutes and has a 20 percent gratuity
automatically tacked on. I refuse to
apologize for wanting more for my
money. Just as I want the taste of my
rich and decadent dessert to be worth
its calories, I want a spa that coddles,
relaxes and indulges me while it’s
cleaning out my pockets.

Sometimes it pays to reach for the stars
Tom Hopkins / Kiawah Resort 

The Spa at the
Sanctuary at
Kiawah Resort
in South
Carolina is
appropriately
named, and it’s
one of only eight
in the United
States with a
Mobil Five-Star
rating.

Massages vary
in type, style
around world

When hands
do the talking
Here are some common
massage terms you may see
on a spa menu.

Watsu: Performed in a warm
pool with the therapist pro-
viding stretches and massage
strokes to achieve relaxation.
Shown at right, at the Kibbutz
Lotan in Israel.

Swedish massage: Meant for
relaxation, using gentle
strokes and light oils, consid-
ered the classical European
massage technique.

Hot-stone therapy: Dark,
smooth stones are heated,
then placed on such areas of
the body as the back, in the
palms and between the toes
while the therapist delivers
the massage.

Thai massage: A full-body
treatment using yoga-like
stretching positions, usually
done on the floor with the
client dressed in loose cloth-
ing.

Duo massage: Treatment
performed simultaneously by
two therapists; also called
four-hand.

Reflexology: Ancient Chinese
technique usually on the feet
or hands using pressure-point
massage, with the intent of
restoring the flow of energy.

Aromatherapy: The applica-
tion of fragrant essential oils
for therapeutic benefits.

Essential oils: Liquids ex-
tracted from flowers, grasses,
fruits or trees that reflect the
odor or essence of the plant.

Kiawah Resort

Massage continues on J4

Jacob Chin / Associated Press

Kiawah continues on J5
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Ports of call may include Berlin, Germany; Florence, Italy; Athens, Greece; Barcelona, Spain.

For details and special offers, contact our travel partner,
call 888-307-8485 or visit celebrity.com/promotions.

Starting From

$1,249*

10 & 11-night Eastern
Mediterranean cruise
roundtrip from Rome

Inside Stateroom | per person

on CELEBRITY SOLSTICESM

Starting From

$599*

7-night Western
Mediterranean cruise

roundtrip from Barcelona
Inside Stateroom | per person

on CELEBRITY CENTURY®

Starting From

$3,799*

Enhance your European adventure
with a 4-night Celebrity Cruisetour,

combining land and cruise for an
18-night Northern European journey

Inside Stateroom | per person

on CELEBRITY CONSTELLATION®

Celebrity Cruisetour

* Prices are per person, cruise only, based on double occupancy, inside stateroom, in USD and subject to availability. The Cruisetour price includes the 14-night Northern Europe Cruise
plus 4-night Paris and London Land Tour pre-cruise package #6EB. Itineraries and prices subject to change without notice. Government taxes and fees additional. Per day pricing and
price protection offers applicable to bookings made May 1-31, 2009, for select 2009 Alaska, Europe and Panama Canal sailings listed at www.cruisingpower.com. Subject to availability.
Per day pricing is capacity controlled, applies to select stateroom categories, may be withdrawn at any time and varies by sailing date and stateroom category. Price protection applicable
to prices advertised by Celebrity only for the same stateroom category and sailing. Excludes Xciting Deals, new bookings only offers and prior sailings. Qualification requirements and
restrictions of replacement offer supersede those of prior offer. Requests for price adjustment must be made no later than 48 hours prior to sailing by calling Celebrity or your travel agent.
Other terms and conditions apply. ©2009 Celebrity Cruises Inc. Ships’ Registry: Malta and Ecuador.

Europe, starting at
$85 a day.*

The Celebrity Starring You Promise!
If the price of a selected cruise lowers, we’ll honor the lower rate.*

So, when I visited the Sanc-
tuary at Kiawah Island in
South Carolina on a golf vaca-
tion last year and heard that
the spa was one of only three
in the United States with a
Mobil Five-Star rating, I had
to find out what the accolades
were about. (The others were
Montage in Laguna Beach in
Orange County, and the Man-
darin in New York City; but
this year there are five more.) I
booked the Signature Mas-
sage, and then had it again
this spring, just to make sure I
hadn’t been hallucinating,
because I believe I do see the
light.

According to Mobil’s stan-
dards, the difference between
four stars — such as at the
Ritz-Carlton Spa in Half Moon
Bay, the Carneros Inn, Bernar-
dus Lodge and several others
in Bay Area counties — and
five stars is the difference
between luxurious service and
superlative service, and be-
tween elegant/serene sur-
roundings and distinctive
surroundings. For five stars,
the key is attention to detail,
for four, it is relaxation.

My favorite Bay Area spas
are the Claremont and the
Sonoma Mission Inn — both
of them beautiful spaces with
well-trained professionals,
excellent treatment rooms and
tables, nice towels, serene
surroundings and attentive
service. But they don’t have
Mobil stars, and the Kiawah
Island spa experience ranked
above any other I have had. 

Here are some of the su-
perlatives, distinctions and
details that one might look for
when spa splurging:

Professionals delivering
customizable treatments
with no ouchy surprises:
My therapist, Terry, used
some aromatherapy and also
kept the parts he wasn’t work-
ing on at the moment co-
cooned in heated grain- and
herb-filled wraps and a well-

placed hot towel here and
there. He delivered my service
in a soothing, friendly, un-
snooty manner, and it was a
fabulous massage.

Space, part 1: I received my
Kiawah massage in the biggest
treatment room I had ever
seen, painted green with gor-
geous drapes over the large
window. There were hooks for
my robe, and places for me to
put my jewelry.

Space, part 2: Though there
were other clients, we were
timed well enough that we
never seemed to be encroach-
ing on each other. In the Bay
Area, this is an elusive quality.

Local flavor, part 1: The
interior design at Kiawah
incorporated the hallmarks of
nearby Charleston, S.C. —
grandeur in the tile, and in the
dome atop the room with the
thermal pool, and also the
famed gardens. The colors
brought in a bit of the sea, but
green was predominant, and
there were plants and drapes
to give a homey, intimate vibe.
Many spas convey luxury with

sterility, not hospitality.

Local flavor, part 2: Treat-
ments are designed to incor-
porate the spa’s natural sur-
roundings — the ocean, the
forest, the gardens. Even to-
bacco is an ingredient in one
of the mixtures, and there is
the oh-so-Southern Mint Julep
Facial. It adds to the hospital-
ity and uniqueness.

High-quality towels: At
Kiawah, the towels were not
thick and fluffy, they were
heavy, and they had trim, so
they looked as if they belonged
in the guest bathroom at a
South Carolina plantation.

The perfect robe: It was
terry on the inside, silky high-
thread cotton on the outside,
with pockets. What’s with the
spas that give guests robes

with no pockets? These are the
same spas where you can
never find a table to put your
glasses down on when you go
into the steam room.

Then again, no real need
for pockets: Lockers with
electronic combinations you
create yourself dispense with
the need to tote keys.

A solarium or relaxation
room: This makes for a quiet
place to linger, read, sip tea
before or after treatment.

Individual dressing rooms:

Yes, there’s the communal
locker room still, but the op-
tion of privacy for those who
crave it.

Product, product, product:
Every hair care potion known
to woman is to be found in the
primping room, plus the usual
hair dryers and curling irons
that are to be expected at other
spas. Kiawah also offered
high-quality moisturizers and
other skin coddlers on its
dressing tables.

At Kiawah, there was even
some value to be found — an

old-fashioned, 60-minute
hour, at $175. This beats $165
for 50 minutes of Signature
Massage at the four-star Ritz-
Carlton by any math.

But the overwhelming qual-
ity that won my five stars was
my answer when the front-
desk staff asked me at the end
if I had any suggestions for
improvements they could
make. And I couldn’t think of
a thing. I might have actually
smiled as I paid my bill.

E-mail Susan Fornoff at
travel@sfchronicle.com.

Local flavor 
and detail set
Kiawah apart

Kiawah Resort

The spa incorporates hospitality and grandeur — lovely tile and a dome atop the room with the thermal pool. Colors and potted
plants echo the sea and famous gardens of nearby Charleston, S.C.

Kiawah from page J1 Musings on the
greening of a spa

I try to conserve towels and
cups when I visit a spa, but
sometimes the service is too
good and my towels and cups
disappear before I have finished
with them. I’d like to see a spa
invent some nonverbal signals
such as the ones hotels are now
using (where a towel on the
floor means it’s ready to be
washed; a card on the bed can
say no need to change sheets).

I’d also like to see spas with
the fancy, many-head showers
that we all love post some in-
structions on how to make them
work. Often, it takes too much
trial and error to generate the
proper pressure and heat, and
that wastes water.

Maybe these measures might
cost a star at first. Maybe later,
they’ll warrant an extra one.

— S.F.

SPA DESTINATIONS

After four months of
growth, my whiskers had seen
the best and worst of my over-
land Middle East trip. 

They had caught the wind-
blown sands of Palmyra in the
desert of Syria and been fid-
dled by my fingers during
unlikely conversations with
Hezbollah in downtown Bei-
rut. They had been admired
by midnight Jordanian border
officers and had trapped salt
from the Red Sea.

By the time I reached Cairo,
I was ready for a shave. 

I traveled north on the train
to Alexandria. I searched for
the perfect place: an average,
working-class barbershop,
cheap but clean. I wasn’t going
to take any chances with dirty
razors or amateur barbers, but
at the same time I didn’t want
a bourgeois or feminine bou-
tique. 

I dreaded the moment of
trying to explain the haircut I
wanted to a foreign-speaking
barber. Luckily I didn’t need a
haircut, just a shave. That
shouldn’t be a problem; just
point to the beard, make a
buzzing noise and he’ll get the
idea. 

After a walk through Al-
exandria’s busy evening
streets, I found my barber-
shop. Two young Egyptian
barbers in a simple, semi-
modern little shop, not trendy.
One chair filled, one chair
open. I walked in, made my
buzzing noise; he smiled and
pointed to the chair. He put a
cover over me to shield my
clothes from my soon-to-be
falling facial hair and I relaxed
for my long-needed shave. 

This wasn’t the first time I’d
gone for a shave. I’ve never
done it back home — I’m not
even sure it’s common any-
more, as it was when my
granddad ran a downtown

barbershop in Albany, N.Y., in
the 1940s and ’50s. But as a
traveler, going for a shave and
sitting with all the old men,
even if I don’t understand
what they’re chatting about, is
a great cultural experience.
Most of us miss out on it while
on vacation, but when you’re
on the road for months at a
time, these matters need to be
taken care of. 

Besides, if I could have a
baby-soft face for a mere 15
Egyptian pounds, I wanted to
take advantage of that luxury. 

The barber started on my
thick and long growth, doing a
most thorough job. He shaved
over each space three times
delicately with a straight
blade, revealing my infre-
quently seen white skin. I
noticed that he wasn’t touch-
ing my upper lip and when I
was about to question why, he

started trimming and shaping
the mustache. 

What was this? I didn’t ask
for a mustache. How awful
will this look? 

But I didn’t say anything. I
let him do his thing, and after
he brushed and blew me
clean, he slathered the after-
shave on and took off the cov-
er from around my shoulders.
I knew he was finished. 

I had a mustache. Like ev-
ery other Egyptian man out
there, I had a delightfully
trimmed bit of dark hair on
my upper lip. 

In my country, I would look
strange with this decoration.
But here in the crowded, hec-
tic streets of Alexandria, I was
normal — just another guy
with a mustache. 

E-mail comments to
travel@sfchronicle.com.

DEPARTURES By Stephen Bugno

Guy walks into Egyptian shop
with a beard, leaves with a … 

Noel Lau

Mideast traveler Stephen Bugno endured months of dealing
with sand, salt and other particles trapped in his beard. 
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