Luxury Living in Orlando
by Rona Gindin

Orlando offers a wide range of ways—some of them unexpected—to experience the finer things in life.

Splendor Sanctuaries 

For years, Orlando was a haven for “power vacationers,” with a seemingly endless number of theme parks to explore.  But with the opening of the internationally famous Canyon Ranch SpaClub at Gaylord Palms Resort, the Orlando experience became much more relaxing.  Suddenly, vacationers had an opportunity to intersperse vacation thrills with pampering chills.
   In the years following, a handful of large spas opened around Central Florida, spurring the opportunity to “spa hop” among area resort and day spas.  The decadent pursuit, borrowed from the unlikely activity of “bar hopping,” has become the focal point of girlfriend gatherings and other getaways.
   Orlando spa experiences have outgrown the standard Swedish massage.    Today’s options run the gamut from therapeutic “batu” stones, which are placed on your “key energy points,” to indulging in aromatherapy using citrus and cedar that’s grown locally.  The newest choices are complete body rituals, combining methods and ingredients from around the world for an exotic afternoon of delightful pampering. You might be massaged with sandalwood and sage oil, or perhaps have healing semi-precious stoned placed around your body to promote well-being.
Exquisite Acquisitions
Orlando has no single Fifth Avenue, but instead a bevy of individual shopping meccas offer indulgent goods for discriminating shoppers. The largest collection is inside Mall at Millenia (www.mallatmillenia.com), the most upscale indoor retail arena in town. In addition to anchors like Neiman Marcus and Bloomingdale’s, the destination is loaded with designer boutiques. Look for names like Louis Vuitton, Chanel, Gucci, Jimmy Choo, Tiffany and Cartier. Within Neiman Marcus (407-264-5900) is an even more indulgent experience: the personal shopper. Simply call ahead for an appointment, and personally selected clothing and accessories will be waiting at the spacious fitting area, complete with champagne, of course. You can also peruse the racks with your personal shopper, benefiting from his or her expertise and training.

Florida Mall (www.simon.com) has its own upscale oases such as Saks Fifth Avenue and Nordstrom, where the service is superb. Buy gourmet goodies at Harry & David, leather handbags at Coach, and top-of-the-line kitchenware at Williams-Sonoma. If you’re a member of Saks’ Fifth Avenue Club, shopping is pure pleasure. A luxuriously appointed suite  is available to view (and try on) the latest collections. Also included are lunch and beverages; same day hotel delivery  and fitting; priority alterations; and complimentary gift wrapping. 
The city of Winter Park features the tony Park Avenue (www.parkave-winterpark.com), abundant with sidewalk cafes and a mix of recognizable names and one-of-a-kind boutiques. Art glass and decorative items distinguish the Scott Laurent Collection, while Villa Fiorenza features Tuscan housewares and Jacobson’s sells haute couture. 

Leisurely Pursuits

With 176 golf courses and 22 academies, Orlando allows golfers to upgrade their experiences on the links in a variety of ways. 
   Perhaps the most primo opportunity involves a private half-day session with David Leadbetter himself, who has been instructing pros worldwide for more than 25 years. Leadbetter lives in Central Florida and indulges guests who participate in the $10,000 David Leadbetter Experience (www.davidleadbetter.com). Leadbetter will analyze your swing using video analysis, and his staff will make sure your clubs fit you correctly, including your complimentary Callaway driver. Follow that with one-on-one corrective drills, and a private lunch with Leadbetter on the club’s restaurant terrace. End your half-day session with a fitness and flexibility analysis and a mental toughness session with a mental efficiency trainer. 
Of course, Leadbetter isn’t the only top name available when it comes to VIP golf experiences.    Other top academies include the Arnold Palmer Golf Academy; The Faldo Golf Institute; The Golf Academy at Celebration Golf Club; Phil Ritson’s Golf Your Way; The McCord Golf Academy; and the Graves Golf Academy. The newest addition to Orlando’s golf instructional offerings is Annika Sorenstam’s Academy of Golf & Fitness. 
At the Grand Cypress academy, golfers can learn from famed instructor Fred Griffin, and play the New Course, an exact replica of Scotland’s renowned Old Course. The only links-style course around, the New Course mimics its predecessor down to rocks on the bridge and a challenging 18th hole known as the Valley of Sin. 

If working to improve your ability to get the little white ball to behave isn’t of appeal, you can always hit the water. While Central Florida is not exactly on the ocean, you can still charter a luxury yacht like the Grand 1, a 52-foot Sea Ray yacht, to navigate the waters of Bay Lake and Seven Seas Lagoon at Walt Disney World (www.disneyworld.com). For $450 an hour, up to 18 people can explore the magical wedding pavilion and the property’s man-made geyser while being attended to by a personal captain and deckhand. Cater a five-course wine-tasting dinner, or simply some elegant hors d’oeuvres, for your daytime or sunset voyage.
You have the chance to learn how to reel in trophy large-mouth bass at ORVIS Orlando Fly Fishing School (www.orvis.com), which teaches the basics from fly selection to not tying, In the same location, Grande Lakes Outfittersprovides guided excursions, including an opportunity to spin or fly fish the headwaters to the Florida Everglades.Bring your own horse, or ride one of the residents, at the Grand Cypress Equestrian Center (grandcypress.com/equestrian), a training and boarding facility. Animals lodging in the 44-stall state-of-the-art barn can be taken to a lighted arena, a jumping ring and more, and private and group riding lessons are available. Several horse shows are held here throughout the year.
Have Your Way with Wine
You’ll find a variety of venues for sampling the fruit of the vine in the Orlando area. 

The Wine Room (www.thewineroomonline.com) is a destination unto itself. Here, guests can  sample 150 different wines.  In addition, a Rare Room with 600 extra-special vintages adds an exclusive element for the connoisseur. 
For a hip experience, sample unusual wines and beers at the Eola Wine Company (www.eolawinecompany.com), whose twin outlets offer more than 80 wines by the glass, plus fun munchies, 250 bottles for retail sale, and great people-watching. Gran Cru (www.grancru.com) serves and sells wine in a welcoming space sporting the work of local artists on the walls. Wine tastings, clambakes, and karaoke nights add color on certain evenings. For a cozy nook and a bottle of Bordeaux, stop into The Vineyard at Cascades of Isleworth (www.thevineyardfl.com). Right next to a sprawling subdivision that is home to world-famous athletes and celebrities, this intimate spot offers many wines and platters for a relaxing hour or two. If you need a wine reprieve on International Drive, opt for The Grape (www.yourgrape.com), an upbeat purple space with 120 wines for tasting and many for sale.  At Gaylord Palms, wine lovers can peruse an award-winning wine list at Old Hickory Steakhouse, with selections that pair nicely with the restaurant’s artisanal cheese course, featuring the most exotic and varied selection in the state of Florida.
VIP Views
Discovery Cove (www.discoverycove.com)  changed the rules for Orlando theme park experiences.  The upscale park features  a “reservations only” format with resort amenities and scheduled dolphin swims (with no queue). Since then, more VIP experience options were created at Orlando’s other parks. At Universal Orlando (407-363-8295), for instance, you will be whisked away from the crowds with a custom-guided VIP Tour. In addition to zipping to the fronts of lines, participants receive private meet-and-greets with characters, complimentary gifts, refreshments, and valet parking.
At SeaWorld Orlando (1-800-406-2244), several insightful excursions engage VIPs. The Elite Adventure Express, a 6-hour red-carpet tour, includes. a customized itinerary with priority seating at two live shows, one-on-one encounters with underwater creatures, front-of-the-line access to main attractions and dinner in Sharks Underwater Grill, where views of a 700,000-gallon aquarium accompany fine dining fare. Other options include a hands-on experience with majestic beluga whales, “diving” with sharks, and working alongside marine mammal experts for 8 hours. You can also opt for the VIP guided tours at all four Walt Disney World (www.disneyworld.com) theme parks. In addition, behind-the-scenes tour give you a glimpse into the magic, including Walt Disney’s collection of steam trains, Animal Kingdom’s design, or Epcot’s dolphins. 

Space fans can see a live shuttle launch in full comfort with Kennedy Space Center Tours (kennedyspacecentertours.net). You’ll sit close to the action and have a tour guide show you around. If there’s no shuttle scheduled, book instead a tour that includes lunch with an astronaut (www.orlandotouristinformationbureau.com).
SIDEBAR
Palms Pampering
Guests of Gaylord Palms® will find a splendid assortment of luxury goods and services right on the hotel’s beautiful 63-acre property.

The Suite Life | Of the resort’s 1,406 comfortable guest rooms, 11 are Presidential Suites, which are sumptuously appointed residential-like getaways with business and entertainment areas. 
Myriad Massages | Gaylord Palms® is home to Canyon Ranch SpaClub, one of three world-class facilities by the famed Canyon Ranch Health Resorts.  SpaClub offers exotic -- and ambitious --  treatments of all types, and has the largest menu of treatments in the area. Try the signature Euphoria, a 100-minute indulgence by candlelight that includes aromatherapy, a botanical body therapy, a revitalizing mask, and an herbal massage. Runners go weak for the Muscle Melt for “Road Warriors,” a Thai mind-body experience. 
Steak Sensation | Old Hickory Steakhouse features choice cuts from premium Black Angus beef, while handcrafted cheeses and an award-winning wine list complement Executive Chef Paul Player’s culinary creations. Your meal might include hand-chopped tenderloin steak tartare, sautéed fois gras, and wild mushroom–crusted ostrich medallions.

The Dish on Fish | Dayboat selections of fish and seafood, several pulled from Florida’s oceans, lakes, and streams, distinguish Sunset Sam’s Fish Camp, a casual restaurant featuring exceptionally fresh selections. Executive Chef Rob Gioia might serve crispy whole yellowtail snapper with Himalayan basmati rice and citrus soy sauce or grilled Florida mahi-mahi with a cracked conch and tomato stew. 

Dining In | As in a classic film, room service at Gaylord Palms® is a culinary extravaganza. The hotel’s chef will personally prepare your repast. Then a host will serve you butler-style in the comfort of your guest room. Meals might be caramelized sea scallops or grass-fed filet of beef.

Sushi, In Style | With South Beach panache and Japanese expertise, Sora takes the sushi experience to a new level with an array of creative rolls, such as the Saltwater Prawn Tempura Roll, which has saffron aioli and coconut flakes. Want your food hot? Try the lobster fritters or Peking duck with poached quail egg and peanut sauce. Cocktails have an Asian flair, with ingredients like green tea liqueur and plum sake. 
