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JOANNA STERKOWICZ is invited to experience the Oxford Healthcare 
Retreat, a boutique wellness guesthouse with spa facilities that offers stress 
relief and health management.

From the moment 
you enter the Oxford 
Healthcare Retreat,  
there is an air of 
tranquility that 
permeates through 

this luxurious and spacious 
guesthouse. That’s quite 
surprising considering that 
it is just one block up from 
Johannesburg’s bustling  
Melrose Arch precinct.

The retreat is situated in a 
stunning heritage home that  
has retained many of its  
original fittings, such as the 
beautiful wooden floors and a 
traditional, decades-old Aga 
cast iron stove. 

Yoga teacher and massage 
therapist, Karen Turis, who also 
serves as one of the retreat’s 
managers, greeted me on 
arrival (check-in time was 
4pm) and presented me with a 
programme for my Nourishing 
Overnight Experience package. 
First off, I would have a deep 
tissue massage, followed by 
a light dinner and then later 

But I must emphasise 
that the retreat is not  
a rehabilitation centre 
– you have to be ‘clean’ 

to be a guest here.

in the evening, a session in the 
sauna, followed by time in the 
music sensorium and culminating 
in flotation tank therapy. In 
the morning there would be 
a Kundalini yoga class and a 
designer breakfast before  
check out. 

I had previously completed 
an in-depth client consultation 
form, which comprised detailed 
questions about my medical 
history, stress levels, lifestyle  
and diet.

Journey
My deep tissue massage took 
place in a sectioned off area 
of the yoga studio and was 
performed by Turis in front of  

a flickering fire, given that it was 
pretty cold that evening. Turis 
noted that the massage would 
help relax my muscles and assist 
in lymph drainage. 

I then had a light, delicious  
meal cooked by Chef Musa and 
relaxed in my luxurious en-suite 
bedroom upstairs, which has 
a balcony overlooking the 
picturesque garden. 

Half an hour later I was ready  
for my sauna session, but as I 
have a notoriously low tolerance 
for heat, I only stayed in the 
sauna for a few minutes before 
showering off and lounging in 
the adjacent Music Sensorium, 
listening to calming music. 

Floating
I then made my way to the 
flotation tank which is like no 
other that I’ve come across, 
in that it is housed in its very 
own building and has skylights 
in an elevated roof. The idea is 
that guests float with their eyes 
open, looking at the trees that 
overhang the roof and the sky 
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beyond. This tank is considerably 
larger than the average flotation 
tank, which is great because you 
don’t hit your head on the pool 
edges every other second.

In addition to the tank and 
sauna, there is also an outdoor 
heated pool for guests to enjoy. 

By 8pm I had completed my 
evening activities and retreated 
to my room. I was by now quite 
sleepy after the detoxing nature 
of my treatments and so went to 
bed promptly after showering.  
It was literally the most 
comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in. 

After a sound night’s sleep,  
I got up for my 8am yoga class 
and was given the retreat’s 
in-house ‘Green Juice’ – a 
surprisingly delicious, reviving 
concoction comprising cucumber, 
celery and kale.

As I was a yoga ‘newbie’,  
Turis specifically tailored my 
Kundalini class to beginner  
status, focusing on deep 
breathing techniques. I soon 
realised how shallow and 
incorrect my breathing  
actually was.  

On completion of the class,  
I had a delicious breakfast before 
checking out. It really was a 
wonderful, relaxing experience 
and I would gladly have spent 
more time there. I felt serene and 
invigorated as I left the retreat to 
face the day.

Origins
A week prior to my visit I 
interviewed the retreat owner, 
Julia Halstead-Cleak, a clinical 
psychologist who practices at  
a mental health day hospital,  
the Oxford Healthcare Centre  
in Saxonwold.

“It was from there that the idea 
of the retreat, which we opened 
in May last year, was born,” said 
Halstead-Cleak. “But I must 
emphasise that the retreat is not 
a rehabilitation centre – you have 
to be ‘clean’ to be a guest here. 
This retreat is for people who 
don’t need a hospital but who are 
seeking relief from stress. Here we 
focus on how stress plays out on 
the body.”

Halstead-Cleak spoke about the 
autonomic nervous system and 
how people who feel stress may 

experience difficulty in sleeping, 
panic attacks, road rage, etc.

“One part of the autonomic 
nervous system is the sympathetic 
nervous system, which is often 
termed the fight or flight response. 
When you are stressed, you 
produce too much cortisol, so you 
get annihilation anxiety – racing 
thoughts and the feeling that you will 
split into a thousand pieces. Because 
human beings are not designed to 
spend too much time in sympathetic 
nervous system, we shift into the 
parasympathetic nervous system. 
This is not a state of clinical 
depression as such, but rather a 
depleted, exhausted place where 
grief sets in (i.e. anxiety connected 
to loss). So, if you are balancing 
between the two nervous systems 
then you can’t escape anxiety – just 
the flavour of the anxiety changes.  
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“At the retreat we try to stabilise 
the nervous system because it 
impacts on the body in that you 
can’t have a calm mind and an 
agitated body. So, our aim is to 
calm the body and get it down to 
the 1 Hz (hertz) frequency – the 
same frequency as nature, the 
tides and the moon. For instance, 
when you go to the beach, 
mountains or forest, after a day 
you start feeling de-stressed and 
you start to revert to the rhythm 
of nature. Living in Johannesburg 
we are all in quite a hyper vigilant 
state because of the noise, traffic 
and crime. 

“We try to get guests to get 
away from all of that; our goal is 
to nourish people and replenish 
their energy and psyche through 
important areas.”

Gut health
One of these areas is gut health, 
hence the big emphasis on 
nutrition. This basically means a  
no sugar, low carb food plan, 
devised by a nutritionist. (For 
instance, my dinner consisted of 
sole, sweet potato and a medley  
of fresh vegetables.) 

“Gut health is so important 
that when I do a psycho analysis 
consultation, the first thing I ask 
is about the client’s gut. Stressed 
people will tend to eat in bursts 

and then not eat for the rest 
of the day. This is not good for 
maintaining balance. 

“Most stressed people will have 
gut problems and in fact, the 
majority of them suffer from either 
IBS (Irritable Bowel Syndrome), 
leaky gut, or diarrhea. In the early 
morning we offer guests our 
‘shots’ – these are natural tonics 
formulated by an expert from the 
UK to be of benefit to the gut,” 
commented Halstead-Cleak. 

and Kundalini yoga, which also has 
applications for nervous system. 
Yoga technology uses specific 
protocols to bring the body back 
to its natural state.” 

Halstead Cleak added: 
“Kundalini yoga is the only 
yoga that’s been mapped for 
psychological problems. Research 
shows that yoga is more effective 
than anti-depressants.”

In her classes, Turis sometimes 
does ‘journaling’, where guests are 
given a notebook during the yoga 
class and encouraged to write 
down what they are feeling.

There is also a tennis court on 
the property and clients may opt 
for boxing classes with a personal 
trainer, as boxing is an excellent 
cardio exercise that uses the brain 
for sequenced movements. 

Biological
In terms of energy and touch 
therapy, reflexology and reiki 
sessions (performed by Beverly 
Feldman) are offered, as is cranio-
sacrial therapy practiced by 
physiotherapists.

Sensory
As Halstead-Cleak explained, 
human beings are triggered  
by the senses, but they can also  
be calmed through the senses, 
hence the presence of the  
Music Sensorium, where guests 
listen to higher-pitched, melody-
based sounds.

The sauna offers an effective 
method of detoxing, while 
flotation therapy revolves around 
weightlessness, which is good 
for relaxing the nervous system. 
Epsom salts are added to the 
flotation tank to promote detoxing. 

Halstead-Cleak believes the 
Oxford Healthcare Retreat is 
unique in that it combines body 
therapies and medical therapies. 

“Our packages are designed 
to accommodate what people 
need and have been developed 
by a team of accredited medical 
professionals to provide 
meaningful and effective 
strategies to enhance your  
overall sense of well-being,”  
she concludes. PB

Physiological 
She went on to explain that  
when you are depressed, anxious 
and disconnected, you need  
to exercise as a form of stress 
release. Thus the retreat offers 
walks to the nearby bird sanctuary, 
as well as yoga and expressive 
movement classes.

Said Turis: “We work with 
Pranayama breathing techniques 
to balance the nervous system 
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