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Every so often, I feel as if I haven’t seen enough naked men. When this occurs, I like to take a few hours to indulge at the Russian and Turkish baths on 10th Street in the East Village. 

Sure, I belong to a gym but there nudity is usually restricted to dressing and undressing and not really relished – with the possible exception of the strange guy who likes to clip his toenails in the buff while seated in a leather chair.

Nudity is the theme of the day at the Russian and Turkish baths. During the men’s only timeslot (Sundays from 7:30 a.m. to 2 p.m.), clothing is pretty much optional (when it’s coed, they ask that shorts are worn for the safety and sanity of both sexes). 

I initially am inclined to stick with the shorts policy but the sight of so many men of different ages, body shapes, and – from a glance – religions so completely comfortable in their own skin persuades me to abandon my particular neuroses for the moment.

I throw on a robe in the locker room where a few men are curled up on cots, sleeping peacefully despite the surrounding chatter, and wander downstairs to the Russian Sauna. Keep in mind that I grew up in South Carolina, can soak in a steaming hot bath for hours, and will probably fry in hell for having purchased Ashlee Simpson’s debut single, so it means something when I note that it’s pretty damn hot in there. I’m talking about 225 degrees, thanks to “radiant heat” produced by an oven filled with 20,000 pounds of rock. 

The heat becomes so intense that someone dumb enough to wear his glasses inside (say, me, for example) will soon feel the flesh around his ears begin to sizzle. No worries, though: When the heat gets too much for you, just dump a nearby bucket of ice-cold water over your head. It’s more than just a fraternity house initiation. It’s a swoon-inducing moment – one I resisted during my stay. I live for the blissful heat; cold water is anathema to me, which is why skip the frigid pools and showers – meant as a respite from the heat – and head straight for the Swedish Steam Room, which is kept at a practically nippy 125 degrees. 


Thus is the philosophy of the “schvitz,” which is Yiddish for sweat: Your heartbeat raises and your blood pressure lowers. The increased flow of blood reportedly clears out the toxins accumulating in your body – both literally and figuratively. It’s also a boon to your vascular system, and it’s not unusual to treat patients suffering from rheumatism and arthritis to enjoy a good “schvitz.”

The Russian and Turkish baths opened back in 1892, when public baths weren’t uncommon because few apartments in the area had indoor plumbing. The tradition, though, traces back centuries and across cultures. Such Greeks as Hippocrates raved about the benefits of a hot bath (“therma loutra,” they called it), back when such an activity was a luxury and more complicated than ensuring your roommate would be out of the apartment all day.

However, these days, people come to the Tenth Street baths more for relaxation and socialization than cleanliness, though that is a pleasant byproduct. 


Venture back upstairs and you’ll spot regulars still in their robes, lounging about drinking an assortment of juices or, if they’re in a hurry to replenish their depleted toxins, a wide selection of wines. Their restaurant offers a drool-inducing menu of homestyle Russian favorites, including Russian ravioli (for all of $3.50), cheese dumplings, pork chops, and various blintzes.


A day at the baths will cost you $25 and there are more economical membership rates. It’s far more pleasant than working up a sweat the hard way at the gym and is almost as good for you: It’s claimed that spending 20 minutes in a sauna can burn off up to 300 calories. That beats the elliptical machine any day.

