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A five-day Gwinganna Wellness Retreat means
trading some of the usual luxuries for others,
and emerging fitter, healthier and with a
reduced caffeine intake.

Opposite page: Gwinganna
Wellness Retreat offers an
idyllic blend of natural beauty
and home comforts. This
page, clockwise from top left:
Salad, picked fresh from the
extensive organic garden; the
views are forever; lazing by the
pool is encouraged; glutenfree, dairy-free goodness;
the new Meditation Suites;
in the heart of Queensland’s
hinterland; om.
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errible Tuesday arrived right
on schedule. After just two
nights of the Gwinganna
Wellness Retreat 5-night
Optimum Wellbeing programme
some of us were feeling quite a lot
less-than-optimum, thank you very
much. There were headaches and
mood swings, grumpiness, exhaustion, listlessness and
the odd quiet meltdown. The Gwinganna crew took it
all in their stride, distributing magnesium, aloe vera juice
and sympathy and assuring us – like the camp leaders
they reminded us of – that we’d all feel much better after
a warm herbal infusion and an early night.
It had all started so well: 64 optimistic guests arrived
on a balmy Sunday afternoon at the scenic 200ha
property in the hills of the Gold Coast hinterland behind
Coolangatta. We were from all over, mostly Antipodeans,
a mix of men and women, millennials, gen-Xers and
boomers, couples, solo travellers, and in all shapes and
sizes. An impressive number were repeat guests, many
returning for their third or more visit. We barely noticed
the gates locking behind us.
We were there to embark on “a journey of selfdiscovery… a unique opportunity to balance your
lifestyle… a guided approach to movement with options
suitable for every body”. This meant beautiful, peaceful
(disregarding the raucous bird- and pond-life) surrounds,
accommodation ranging from simple and cosy to quite
swanky, creative nutritious meals, inspiring seminars,
plenty of options for fun exercise for all levels of fitness
and lots of pampering in the legendary spa. Excellent.
But it also meant no caffeine, no alcohol, no dairy,
gluten, nicotine or other unhelpful substances, no
outside food or drink, a digital device detox (mobile
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This page, clockwise from
top left: Guided walks are
a highlight; friendly locals;
food looks as good as it
tastes. Opposite page:
Accommodation is scattered
across the property.

DO

Gwinganna’s spa is
extraordinary. It is huge – the biggest
in the southern hemisphere –
beautiful and hosts an incredible
range of treatments and therapies
executed by very experienced
practitioners. Some treatments are
included in package prices, others
are at extra cost. It gets busy so it
may pay to book before you go if
there is something you particularly
wish to experience. My first spa
treatment was one of the retreat’s
unique offerings, the award-winning
Spirit of Sound, which was 80
minutes of massage techniques, very
loud world music, hot stones and live
percussion instruments. Every bit as
odd as it sounds but, ultimately,
simultaneously energising and
relaxing.
Everyone raved about the 150-minute
Aloha Lomi Lomi Ritual, and I truly
relished the rhythmic massage. I was
less sold on the card reading,
crystals and chakra-cleansing but, at
the end I was an oily rag doll of calm,
alert contentedness, and I did buy a
crystal bracelet in the gift shop…
The MyBodyWorks massage was
nothing short of miraculous. It was in

no way relaxing. There was lots of
intense stretching and deep massage
and the occasional yelp from me, but
I felt like I was in very safe hands
and, after 80 long minutes, the
shoulder pain that has hounded me
for many years disappeared. And
never came back – apparently there
was a little knot of past emotional
trauma locked in that shoulder, and
Steve blasted it away. After five
weeks of a pain-free life, I’m not
about to eye roll any of his theories.
Postural Essentials was an
enlightening session with an
Alexander Technique specialist who
revealed how physically damaging
some of our postural habits can be
– even when we think we’re doing
the right thing. Using some of his
techniques has probably helped to
keep that shoulder pain at bay (by
the way, you’ve been sitting down all
wrong, all your life).
There is plenty to do that doesn’t
cost extra, like the lap pool, sauna,
gym, steam room, tennis courts,
infinity pool and many beautiful
walking trails, from leisurely stroll
around the organic gardens to
serious hikes.
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devices confined to rooms and the cricket
stand) and a lot of free time in which to
slow down, unwind and really think about
your life… no wonder things came to a
tearful head, come Tuesday.
The days followed a firm routine:
wake-up call at 5.30am to gather for fruit
and a drop of tea, followed by 6am qi
gong (tai chi) practice on the lawn, with views of the
distant ocean and showy sunrises. Then we’d troop
back to the “tea station” to hear about the morning’s
options: a choice between gentle and more challenging
walks or a seminar, for example. By 8am, we were more
than ready for the communal, multi-course breakfast. A
stretch class followed at 9am and then we’d head off to
our choice of Yin or Yang activities. Yin was for those
feeling like something moderate (for instance, gentle
yoga or dance), Yang for the energetic (spin class,
boxing, deep-water running), followed by 11am morning
tea: the ubiquitous herbal infusions, fruit and a wee
snack.
Seminars ran from 11.15 until 1pm lunch, with topics
interesting and wide-ranging, including one from the
nutritionist responsible for every morsel that went into
our bodies during our stay, a “living consciously” talk by
the inspiring general manager/wellness director Sharon
Kolkka, and some which had us looking at our bodies in
a whole new light (aka “the poo talk”, equal parts

EAT

Gwinganna’s food is
all organic, some supplied from the
property’s lush orchard and gardens.
The menu is dairy- and gluten-free
and is meticulously planned to
“decrease systemic inflammation,
improve liver detoxification, balance
blood sugar levels, improve insulin
resistance… support and improve
digestion”. All of which belies how
tasty, varied and satisfying it all is.
The last day’s cooking demo was
mobbed, and the Gwinganna
Cookbook is a very popular
souvenir. Their tahini balls are legend.
Breakfasts included polenta porridge,
a fruit and nut platter, toasted
buckwheat and LSA, quinoa and
almond milk, poached eggs with
herbed sweet and white potato rösti,
sunflower spinach cream, petite
garden salad. On another day there
was a choice of three different
granolas, toasted buckwheat and
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Opposite page: Sunrise is
qi gong hour. This page,
from top: The gym and
lap pool; organic gardener
Shelley shares her vast
knowledge; lunch on
“terrible Tuesday” came
with a side of magnesium.

LSA, quinoa and almond milk, parsi
eggs with onion crackers, tomato
and coriander salsa.
Lunches came with massive leafy
salads scattered with edible flowers.
A favourite was a glorious seafood
paella with brown and saffron rice,
clams, cuttlefish and local tiger
prawns. The chicken and buckwheat
salad went down a treat too.
We got to choose between two
dinner offerings each night. For
example: walnut-crusted fish with
chilli, coriander and taratour sauce;
or potato koftas with spiced potato,
almond and sesame chia with
dipping sauce. Another night: organic
grass-fed eye fillet with chimichurri,
or pumpkin and chickpea brown rice
risotto with roasted macadamias and
herbs.
Morning and afternoon tea included
fresh fruit, tahini balls, smoothies,
tahini/miso/ginger cookies.
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Above: The dining room is
at the heart of Gwinganna.
Right: A huge range of
activities, from classic gym
workouts to tribal dance, are
available.

STAY

property and meticulously rebuilt. The
new Meditation Suites are
contemporary in style, and designed to
enhance mindfulness. The picturesque
old wooden cricket stand, where we
could use our mobile devices outside
our rooms, was said to have been
hauled to Gwinganna all the way from
the Gabba; the church came from
Tweed Heads.

There is range of
accommodation scattered across the
property suited to different budgets
and needs. We enjoyed the splendours
of one of the Billabong Villas, a huge
Balinese-style suite complete with a
walk-in wardrobe and steam room.
Heritage Rooms are in restored old
Queenslanders which were – like many
of the buildings – brought to the

contact gwinganna.com, visitgoldcoast.com

Between 1 Jul and 30 Oct
Air New Zealand offers nonstop flights to the Sunshine
Coast from Auckland, with
connections available from
across the domestic network.

GOLD COAST

Holiday Packages
0800 747 222
Holidays Travel Brokers
0800 737 767
airnewzealand.co.nz
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hilarious, startling and enlightening).
“Dreamtime” commenced at 2pm. An entire afternoon
of relaxation of your choice: nap, a swim in one of the
pools, some time in the spa’s steam room or a treatment
or two from the spa’s extensive menu packed with
treatments and experiences of all kinds, fringe to
mainstream, including equine experiences, tarot reading,
breath awareness, massages of every type, facials and
manicures. There was just enough time for group
meditation before dinner. Our days were very full and it’s
not an exaggeration to say that most of us were in bed
by 8.30pm.
As predicted, we emerged from Terrible Tuesday
bright-eyed and bursting with more energy than some of
us had felt in a long time. Day after day we kept to
nature’s rhythms – up with the sun – and we kept
moving and resting, playing and sharing, learning and
pondering. We spent a lot of time outdoors surrounded
by wild beauty, free from the beck and call of social
media, obligations, work and our constant electronic
companions.
I arrived at Gwinganna expecting a resort-style, luxe
experience, albeit one with more non-soluble fibre and
yoga than a regular resort. I half expected to meet a
bunch of self-obsessed wealthy type-As with whom I’d
have little in common.
There’s no denying that it was self-indulgent. We
were, on the whole, a well-heeled bunch of very
privileged humans who had paid handsomely to,
arguably, get lovingly babied for a week (“put away your
phones, chew your food, eat your greens…”).
There was luxury but there was also work to be done
– inner demons, hang nails, detox, hiking up a hill…
each to their own. There were type-As, but of course
personalities spanned the alphabet and of course we
had everything in common.
The health-camp vibe, all scheduled activities, name
tags, shared meals and traipsing around in packs, took
me aback at first. But no activity is compulsory and
there’s method in the madness: we are social animals
and thrive when we work and play together.
I emerged from Gwinganna a little bit fitter, trimmer
and down to one coffee a day. Many of those days now
begin with meditation and tai chi. I have developed a
heavy nut and seed habit, and what was a bung
shoulder for decades remains miraculously pain-free.
And I’m not convinced that self-indulgence is entirely
a bad thing. In fact, a bit of mindful self-indulgence
might just be the secret to happiness. But I probably
need to revisit Gwinganna just to be sure…
#
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