
I’ve done a great deal in the name of lesbian journalism. Once, when I was 22, 
I got a Brazilian wax that involved me in a doggie-style position sporting paper 
panties while an octogenarian drag queen named Ginger ever so gently tore my 
pubic hair out. After that incident, I’ve been pretty willing to try anything.  

I’m happy to report that Watsu was much easier on my nerves, though 
my introduction to it was no less colorful than the bush job. Watsu—an 
innovative form of aquatic therapy—was created in 1980 by Zen Shiatsu 
practitioner Harold Dull. He began by floating patients in the warm waters 
of California’s famed Harbin Hot Springs, while applying the stretches and 
principles of Shiatsu he had learned in Japan. The practice took off and today 
Watsu is practiced in more than 40 countries. It’s also become the primary 
modality used as rehabilitation by aquatic therapists.

Since I was diagnosed with a chronic pain condition several years ago, I’ve 
been going from treatment to treatment searching for one that would fit with 
my love of all things wet, so when I first heard about Watsu I was ready to 
dive right in (FYI, there is no diving in Watsu—you don’t even need to know 
how to swim).

Finding a Watsu practitoner is easier than ever, but 
finding one who works independent of a handful of ex-
pensive spas is another story.  I found my Watsu thera-
pist where I find everything else: on Craigslist. Marcus 
Miller (larte.com) is an affable, emo dude who teaches 
Watsu and Ai Chi (a water movement) at the OHSU 
and the Jewish Community Center in Portland, Ore., 
and for private clients in San Francisco. Today I am one 
of those private patients, but since I’m also a journalist 
and sans car, I ask for a ride to the Marin pool where 
we’ll do our session.

I’m nervous, getting in a strange car with a man and 
all, but there’s a heated saltwater pool in my future, so I 
buckle up. During the ride up, we converse about every-
thing from Buddhism (he quotes a famous Buddhist nun) 
to crappy cars (admitting he has one) to Watsu (“Watsu 
is considered a Yin practice…women typically, but not 
exclusively, have easier access to their inner energy and so 
often are more amenable to experiencing water work.”). 
But as we leave the highway and start winding our way 
through tiny residential streets in affluent Marin, I begin 
to get nervous. I followed him through the back gate of 
one home in the middle of suburbia and, lo and behold, 
a tropical oasis: a glistening warm pool.

Though this isn’t an exact description, Watsu does feel 
like a combination of underwater massage and stretching. 
In the most basic move, the Water Breath Dance, Miller 
floated me in his arms, letting me sink as I breathed out, 
letting the water then lift us both a bit as I breathed in. 
The water takes the weight off my vertebrae, which al-
lowed my spine to be moved in ways that would just never 
be possible on land, and each twist and turn seemed to 

relieve pressure on my pinched nerves and sore muscles. 
Soaking in warm water is for many people one of the most relaxing places 

to be (outside of bed) and because of that, Watsu sessions can feel almost 
womblike—a cocoon-like relaxation so deep that I wasn’t sure if I had fallen 
asleep or not. Watsu, too, is what Miller calls “a physically close” type of 
bodywork and because of that the percentage of women in the classes and as 
practitioners is two men for every 10 women. But, Miller cautions, don’t 
mistake the physical closeness of Watsu with sexual actions. There’s a strict 
code of ethics among Watsu practitioners, who must be grounded and mind-
ful and exhibit gratitude in the trust we’ve given them.

It’s been months since my session, though I’ve been planning a follow-up 
since practically the moment I got out of the pool that day. Some followers 
come back regularly, others once a year. Now that I know what to expect, Miller 
says I can “relax deeper into the work.” I may not understand core awareness, 
conscious breathing, alignment visualization or really even the difference be-
tween my own yin and yang. But there was something in the water that day 
that I tapped into and I have a feeling I will be discovering it again soon. n

There’s Something in the Water 
Aquatic therapy is more than a sink-or-swim proposition. | By Diane Anderson-Minshall
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