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IBy DAVID LANDSEL 

YOU don't ask for a massage at Budapest's 
Rudas Baths if you're hung up on cere­
mony or if you value discretion, because 

no matter who you are, what happens after 
paying the 5>11 required for a i5-minute session 
is inevitable. 

You will be urged to strip naked in front of 
God and everyone. A man, wearing only a 
poorly placed loincloth, will slap the table and 
motion for you to lie down. This man will 
then beat you senseless. That is, when he is 
not slathering your very naked body with 
enormous amounts of cheap, drugstore­
caliber body lotion. 

You will then be poked which is your cue to 
flip over. You will be offered no towel to cover 
your private parts, and it is at that point one of 
your masseur/dungeon master's buddies will 
stop in for a friendly chat, which does not 
mean that the massage stops, It just means 
your guy is a skilled multitasker. 

You'll then get hosed down to within an 
inch of your life, and you won't know it's all 
over until you get slapped on your hind parts, 
wh.ich is some sort of ancient code for "get up, 
you, there are other customers waiting." 

Not that one is being treated rudely, in fact, 
far from it - once your bathing suit (or 
house-issue loincloth) is safely back in place, 
you are offered a handshake, a smile, and no 
clue that a tip is expected, mostly because the 
guy is smart enough to know that there's 
nowhere to keep money when you're naked. 
(Well, perhaps there is, but that's not for here.) 

All in all, $11 well spent - even if my jetlag­
addled mind is spinning trying to figure out 
what just happened. 

MISSION: WET 
It was the beginning of a 24-hour crawl 

through the bathhouses of Budapest, a city that 
I can't imagine without its many and varied 
adult water parks. Maybe that's unfair - it's 
quite possible that the Hungarian capital could 
continue to exist if the wells ran dry. 

After all, they'd still have sour cherry strudel, 
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symphony and a lot of
 
architectural masterpieces
 
in varying states of
 
decomposition - to me, the
 
other three reasons to visit.
 

But deprivLng the city of
 
the chance to "take the
 
waters" could quite possibly
 
cause bakers to lose the will
 
to make strudel, cellists to
 
perform Dvorak, building
 
restoration specialists to
 
repair crumbling facades.
 

And while you can live
 
(perish the thought>
 
without Dvorak and
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strudel, you can't live if a 
facade comes tumbling 
down on top of you. 

Tllis is not me 
exaggeruting here - just get 
up early one morning, 
which won't be a problem if 
you're flying in from New 
York and can't get your 
time-bearings, and watch 
the seemingly endless line 
of people shuffling into the 
baths with their duffel bags 
before work. 

It's a lot like back home, 
where you'd see everyone 
and maybe you'd be one of 
them shuffiing towards the 
nearest gym. Except that 
here, I can see actually 
myself sticking to a 
schedule. (Run like a 
hamster on a wheel, or soak 
in medicinal waters that 
make me feel all tingly? 
HOlm Choices.) 

In the spirit of sweating 
out some toxins and not 
seeing a treadmill 
anywhere, I moved from the 
massage table, in no small 
amount of pain, over toward 
the sauna and steam rooms, 
which, unlike most, arc 
actually more like small 
complexes, with different 
rooms at different 
temperatures. 

In the sauna, nobody was 
having any of the usual not­
too-hot-to-avoid-lawsuit 
nonsense you get at a 
typical American spa ­
around the corner, a room 
marked "70 degrees 
Celsius" announced the end 
of the line. That's about 160 
degrees Fahrenheit. Not 
exactly boiling point, but 
hotter than I have ever 
experienced in my life. The 
room was full. I lasted about 
nve minutes before rushing 
out to the pOols. 

WATER BLAST 
FROM THE PAST 

The Rudas baths are 
some of the oldest in the 
city - at least oldest and 
still functioning. The 
history of utilization of the 
thermal waters that sprLng 
up around the banks of the 
Danube dates back to 
Roman times. In fact, it's 
said that the Romans 
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settled here because of the 
convenience to bathing 
facilities (the ruins of the 
Aquincum baths are still 
visible on the Buda side 
today.) 

Then, of course, much 
later, came the Tur\::ish 
occupation in the 1500s and 
1600s. It's not exactly a 
surprise that the Turks love 
a good soak, and it's that 
time period 'that the Rudas 
baths date to, right down to 
the very Turkish dome with 
its glass skylights that cast 
pillars of colored natural 
light on the ancient-feeling 
medicinal pool area. On 
reality, the entire complex 
underwent a dramatic but 
quite necessary but 
controversial renovation 
just recently.) 

Renovation or no, I feel 
like I'm in Istanbul, which 
isn't so weird, considering 
at this point I'm only one or 
two national borders away 
from Turkey, 

Rudas you could stay in 
all day, but it's just one of 
many different types of bath 
experiences in town, so I 
suited up, bought a bottle of 
mineral water (more sulfur 
means more good-for-youD 
and walked the five minutes 
south along the Danube to 
the Hotel Gellert, which is 
the one that everyone 
knows about, possibly 
because they think it being 
part of a hotel makes it safer 
for consumption. 

Which isn't really true ­
while staff at the Rudas 
were hardly big on the 
smiles, the Gellert crew 
seems annoyed with what 
seems like an endless 
stream of out-of-towners 
who don't know what 
they're doing. I can't say I 
blame them. 

After a brief soak in a 
stunningly designed but far­
too-crowded thermal area 
and a trip to the famous 
swimming pool - with its 
two-story ceiling where I 
spent most of my time 
trying to get away from the 
little kid who insisted on 
doing cannonballs 
dangerously close to frail Page 2 of 5 
old women trying to swim 
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laps, all under the watchful 
eye of his amused mother 
(endangering others is the 
new cute!) - I gave up and 
retreated to the changing 
room. 

Like I said, for many 
people, the ~ baths 
begin and enGWIffi anot-so­
satisfying visit to the 
Gellert, for reasons that are 
unclear, particularly when 
the Budapest Spa 
Association (there is such a 
thing) watches over 15 
bathhouses in tbe city, and 
that's not even counting the 
ones under the auspices of 
other hotels that aren't the 
Gellert, ones that are closed 
or under renovation. 

The otber 13 baths would 
have to wait. For now, I 
needed some fresh, dry air. 
Unfortunately, this being 
Budapest, the air was 
neither fresh nor dry. 
Smoky and ridiculously 
humid would have to do. 

SAVING THE 
BEST FOR LAST 

I muld have spent the 
rest of the aip just hopping 
between pools, and I 
certainly would 
recommend the idea (I see 
just such a trip in my 
future), but unfortunately, 
there was only so much 
time to see a fascinating 
and quite large city. 

In the end, when it came 
down to spending my last 
day in town dutifully 
sightseeing or journeying 
out to City Park for an 
early-morning soak at the 
famous yellow 5zechenyi 
Baths, the batbs won. 

Szechenyi is sort of like 
those big bathing pavilions 
you see ill old pictures of 
the Jersey Shore or 
wherever it is that 
European immigrants 
vacationed back in the old 
days. Except here in 
Budapest, tbe complex isn't 
lying in waste and/or being 
torn down to make room 
for cheaply built condos. 

Szechenyi has the feel of 
a major social hub, and it's 
just steps from its finest 
museums and one of the 
country's top known 
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restaurants. Year-round, 
the indoor (thermals) and 
outdoor (regular pools) 
complex bums with an 
appealing energy, and just 
the right balance of locals 
and foreigners to make the 
scene feel positively 
cosmopolitan. 

After a long swim outside 
with a bunch of very 
friendly French people, and 
some very grumpy locals, I 
noticed my hair was 
starting to freeze. 50 I 
headed inside for a visit to 
the thermals and !;;' 
discovered chokes far ~ " 
beyond what any first-time :;:: 

!!lvisitor could have 'g
anticipated - there must ~~ 

have been at least thirty <J:I 

.a'" different pools of varying s· 
temperatures and types. J! 

It was sort of like W 
standing on a Manhattan 
street corner, one featuring i 
multiple Starbucks, except The morning soak is a way of life in BUdapes~ 
not depressing. at baths such as the gorgeous Gellert (above.) 

I ended up at the least 
renovated of the bunch, 
which meant fewer people 
(oothing like a little grit in 
your neighborhood to keep 
things interesting). 

I don't know quite what 
the effects of the heated 
thermal pools were, but it 
sure made my skin happy. 

Between that and visits 
to the steam room (where 
the temperature wasn't 
posted but I could have 
sworn my sweat was 
starting to boil) I sort of 
lost track of time, 
eventually looking at a 
clock and discovering that 
the day was now more than 
balfgone. Bummer. 
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