
are I ask if you are beach body 

ready? I thought not. The controversy 

surrounding  Protein World’s 

skinny, bronzed, bikini-clad and, 

no doubt, airbrushed model has 

had every Londoner in uproar. 

Defaced posters on the tube have 

retaliated with ‘Everybody’s ready’ 

and ‘Stop encouraging women to starve themselves’. 

While I couldn’t agree more that we need to embrace a 

mentality of being comfortable in our own skin, it is often 

not just the advertising culture that upholds unrealistic 

paradigms, but other women. 

Miranda Kerr and her posse of Victoria’s Secret 

Angels, socialites like Millie Mackintosh and actress-

turned-health guru Gwyneth Paltrow often post pictures 

of themselves in yoga poses and sampling meals of 

lettuce leaves, which are then shared by the masses as 

images to aim for. One could argue that these depictions 

of healthy living are more of a marketing ploy for 

designer gear and sunny retreats; there are far too many 

conveniently placed hashtags not to warrant this opinion 

on occasion. But whether this is the case or not, the main 

question to ask is: do these fitness programmes and diets 

nurture a healthy mind as well as healthy body? Samiya 

Noordeen believes not and her honesty on the matter 

is refreshing. She runs the Santhosh Retreats in Ibiza 

to help women battle issues of self-esteem and weight 

fluctuation, problems that she is all too familiar with.

After working as a barrister in London for seven 

years and then for the family jewellery business Sifani 

for five years after that, she decided to have children. 

Following several painful miscarriages, she fell pregnant 

with her first child, a baby boy, and despite her previous 

struggle, “just like buses”, she had two more. “After my 

third child, I had hit 82 kilograms [12 stone 13 pounds],” 

she tells me. “I had polycystic ovary syndrome, which 

means you put on weight easily, and I wasn’t doing any 

exercise. I felt really, really old.” Around this time she 

had organised a trek up to the top of Adam’s Peak in Sri 

Lanka, where she is from, but was struggling to get to the 

summit with the rest of the group. “I had this 16-year-

old guide with me and I was at the end. I realised I was 
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failing; I was in tears. I was thinking: I used to be an 

athlete, I used to run and now I’m a blob!” She smiles. 

Her strength of character prevailed and she turned the 

upsetting experience into something positive. “The guide 

just wouldn’t give up on me. He encouraged me all the 

way. He said, ‘If I have to carry you I will’. I was thinking 

that poor guy’s going to have major spinal problems if 

he carries me! But we did it! I actually did it,” she says, 

laughing. “On my way back down, I thought I’ve got to 

do something.”

And so she did. Samiya started a search for dance 

instructors near her home in Holland Park (“Dancing 

because I don’t like gyms”) to motivate her to lose weight 

and enhance her life. She started attending classes with 

five friends “because I didn’t have the confidence to do it 

alone” and within four months she had a following of 200 

women. “People saw me beginning to lose weight, but 

more than that, I was just on a high. I had finally shifted 

who I was.” She now runs popular weekly classes in the 

Tabernacle on Tuesday (Latin dancing), Thursday (salsa) 

and Friday (Bollywood dancing). 

Samiya is eager to stress that dancing is the key. 

Dance is not just about exercise, although it obviously has 

the same benefits, it’s about an attitude. Samiya finds 

that women are often sculpted by a mould of what a 

community deems acceptable. “After you drop your child 

off at school in the morning, you go and have a coffee and 

talk about what school your child is going to next and how 

that mother has managed to get her son into Westminster 

and how you have failed miserably! I used to sit there 

thinking this is not me.” Through dance she encourages 

women to lose these inhibitions and stop worrying about 

what other people think. 

It obviously works. Samiyah is glowing. Wrapped in 

a tight blue dress that accentuates her feminine figure, 

she looks healthy. Her sleek, thick, shiny hair frames a 

mouth that never stops smiling; it’s infectious. Which 

is obviously why the Santhosh Retreats in her Ibiza 

home of 15 years, Casa de Vista, have done so well. A 

group of (a maximum) 12 women are invited to the villa 

for four nights and five days of fitness and 

wellbeing. The building overlooks 

33 acres of pine forest with 

breathtaking views of 

the mountains 

behind 

and 
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is a short walk to the beach below. It’s so picturesque that 

people also request it for weddings and private parties. 

During the stay, the women enjoy a light breakfast, 

yoga in the morning, lunch, followed by a range of 

activities including workouts, dancing, hikes, relaxing 

massages, or even just a chat with Samiya, who is a 

trained life coach. The place offers plenty of space for 

all of this as well as enclaves of privacy; Samiya admits 

she has taken herself to a quiet corner for a cry should 

she need it. But that is the appeal of the place, a sort of 

therapy for mind, body and soul – a change to so many 

resorts that are often solely aimed at getting that ‘beach 

body’. This retreat is for women in the real world with real 

problems. “I have clients who come because they have 

lost a child, are overcoming breast cancer, have been 

through a divorce, or have had a baby and feel like they 

can’t cope and need to get away.” 

If you think I’m painting a slightly morose picture 

of therapy sessions with evenings spent holding hands 

in a circle and crying, you are mistaken. Samiya ensures 

that there is plenty of fun as well as healing. “I don’t 

think we should actually be called a retreat,” she muses. 

“At Santhosh, women retreat from the sameness and 

the boring life. It’s more about fun – to bring back the 

child in you. Kick starting what a lot of women, I think, 

feel they have lost.” Women can enjoy a mojito in the 

afternoon and an evening meal with wine, always put on 

in a surprise location. Guests are encouraged to dress up 

glamorously for supper, which is carb-free but substantial 

(not just green juices here, I notice with glee). By the 

end of their stay, women feel refreshed, relaxed and their 

worries a little lighter; Santhosh, I’m told, is Sanskrit for 

happiness. “You go back with no guilt and no toxins. 

It’s clean but great fun. You laugh and you cry; it’s life 

in five days.”

Samiya tries to tailor the packages as much as 

possible and sends out questionnaires to her guests 

before their arrival to determine what they want from 

the trip and their dancing ability. I for one, am pleased 

to hear this. I severely lack any rhythm, with my moves 

often verging on ‘dad dancing’, and was concerned 

that this might be a Strictly Come Dancing contest; but 

Samiyah, perhaps on seeing my expression, assures me 

that dancing talent is not necessary, only the enthusiasm 

to get stuck in. “Everybody can dance. Everyone can 

move,” she assures me. “The moment you are born you 

“It’s clean but great fun. You 
laugh and you cry; it’s life in 

five days”
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are shuffling your bum. The moment you stop worrying 

about what people say and think about you, and move, 

you can move everybody else. You are willing to be a 

better person.” Teachers are selected to ensure that 

guests reap the benefits of this philosophy. “If there 

is a teacher who is technically brilliant, has won every 

competition under the sun, but is miserable, there is no 

way he or she is going to step onto one of our retreats,” 

laughs Samiya. 

It’s comforting to know that the women who 

come back from the retreat can maintain this change 

in attitude through classes at the Tabernacle, in an area 

of London that Samiya finds nurtures equal happiness. 

“It’s like you are in a big city but you can retreat to the 

country if you can. You get peacocks in the garden! It’s 

multicultural. I love the Englishness but all the other 

parts that have come in. I mean, Portobello Market, how 

cool is that! You also have a bit of celebrity going on; you 

see Beckham at the bar and Cameron on his bicycle. I 

think it’s wonderful.” But that’s the joy of such a diverse 

area, Samiya tells me. Some people come to her classes 

poshly dressed in Sweaty Betty and others arrive in their 

husband’s old jogging trousers; all that matters is that 

they “smile again with their heart, not just their face.” 

Now that’s what I call beach body ready. 

santhoshretreats.com

“All that matters is that 
people smile again with their 

heart, not just their face”


