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Musicians Keep the Music Playing
Musicians Matt Venuti, Pam Wicks 

and Doug Miller perform live Saturday, 
May 20, in “A Concert to Celebrate What 
Unites Us,” at 6:30 p.m. at the Neighbor-
hood Congregational Church, 340 St. 
Ann’s Dr.

The evening will include unusual 
instruments, special songwriting, piano, 
synthesizer and violin.

The latest recording by Venuti, a 
singer-songwriter who plays unusual 
instruments, was nominated by One 
World Music, Europe, as one of the top 
vocal albums of the last year. A wine 
reception at 6:30 p.m. precedes the 7:30 
p.m. concert.  

The fundraiser for the church music 
ministry underwrites music in the Sun-
day services. A suggested donation of $10 
to $20 is asked.

Free parking is off Glenneyre Street. 
Reserve tickets at 949 494-8061.

Doheny Festival Brings the Blues
The Doheny Blues Festival returns 

to Dana Point Harbor on Saturday and 
Sunday, May 20 and 21, with headlin-
ers Joe Walsh and others, but locals can 
sample the wares early at a pre-festival 
launch party for the Doheny Blues 

Foundation.
Local blues artists will perform 

Wednesday, May 17, at Mozambique 
restaurant in Laguna Beach, 1740 S. 
Coast Highway, with proceeds benefiting 
the foundation.

Single day festival tickets are on sale at: 
www.dohenybluesfestival.com

Gallery Hosts Watercolor Show, 
Works by Early Laguna Painter

The public is welcome to join a 5-8 
p.m. reception for the artists of “Wa-
terworks,” Saturday, May 13, at the 
Forest & Ocean Gallery, 480 Ocean 
Ave., shared with the  Laguna Plein 
Air Painters Association.

The juried exhibition includes 40 
original works in watercolors created 

by members LPAPA. The show is a 
collaboration with the Joe Hanks Van 
Cleave Foundation for the Arts and 
includes historical paintings from the 
Van Cleave family’s private collec-
tion. 

Joe Hanks Van Cleave was a mem-
ber of the original Laguna Beach 
Art Association, which became the 
Laguna Art Museum. 

every area from service to training, to the 
restaurant and undoubtedly the menu.” 
In season, he adapts the daytime menu 
to include more breakfast-style items 
including omelets. There’s also more 
seating outside the Pantry so people can 
grab-n-go.

Looking forward, he admits, “I 
can’t stop. I have to find another way 
to enhance our repertoire. I did small 
plates. Then everyone did them. So 
I introduced spice plates, and so on.” 
Ghahreman seeks inspiration from 
his collection of 1,600 cookbooks. He 
also loves to travel. “I ate in a Burmese 
restaurant recently and had a fermented 
tea salad that now we make. We also 
serve a highly popular tea, which is 
healthy and good for you.”

What else keeps the restaurant suc-
cessful? Ghahreman shares, “Know and 
embrace the local community.” With 
some customers visiting over three 
times a day, it’s about everything from 

knowing customer names to going 
the extra mile. During a recent tanker 
leak, local businesses were temporar-
ily closed. A regular appeared with his 
3-year-old grandson, sobbing. Later, 
Ghahreman drove to the boy’s house 
and invited him back for his favorite 
pancakes. On a more practical note, he 
is reworking the patio area to feature 
more modular seating, allowing more 
people to sit in the prized area.  

Laurent Vrignaud, Laguna resident 
and proprietor of Moulin Forest Avenue, 
opened last September.  His tip? Remain 
true to your vision. 

Moulin caters to the Laguna lifestyle 
of waking up and going to sleep with the 
city. Vrignaud’s vision is simple: create 
Parisian café culture on the streets of 
Laguna with ingredients, such as im-
ported butter, to French-made tables and 
chairs. “I want to create an authentic café 
culture, 15 hours a day, every day of the 
week,” he said. As a resident, he watched 
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Azmin Ghahreman, left, chef owner of Sapphire restaurant, and right, Lindsay Smith-Rosales, chef 

owner of Nirvana Grille, owe their longevity to creatively responsing to changing tastes.

Joe Hanks Van Cleave’s “Crescent Bay,” from 1962, on display at Ocean and Forest Gallery exhibit.

Singer-songwriter Matt Venuti plays the gubal 

and will perform at the Congregational Church 

Saturday, May 20.

By Eileen Keighley
Running a restaurant is challeng-

ing. Add seasonality and this increases 
tenfold. As summer season approaches, 
three Laguna entrepreneurs discuss 
whether to distinguish between visitors 
and locals and their business approach.

Chef Azmin Ghahreman opened 
Sapphire Laguna, Sapphire Pantry and 
Sapphire Catering 10 years go. His tip? 
Adaptation and innovation.

When Sapphire and the Pantry first 
opened their doors, Ghahreman had a 
vision to create a “one of a kind” food 
experience that brought the world to 
Laguna. The innovative concept offered 
world cuisine long before that was even 
a label, a bar creating specialty cocktails 
with global influences, and a pantry sell-
ing the best global ingredients outside of 
Beverly Hills and San Diego. 

Innovation remains on Ghahreman’s 
mind as he considers the next 10 years. 
“It’s about innovation and excellence in 
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and lived alongside the customers he 
now attracts. “Many are widely travelled 
and have experienced this European 
café-style, of being “close to the street” 
and, no matter why they are there, chat-
ting with friends, reading a paper, having 
a welcome pastry after surfing, they enjoy 
the comings and goings of town.” 

After leaving the corporate world, Vri-
gnaud dreamt of setting up a French café 
and in 2014 opened Moulin Newport. In 
his second location, the challenges were 
different. It was almost a 24-hour opera-
tion with an early morning shift of bak-
ers making all the breads and patisseries 
daily. Customers were also different. 
“Newport customers want to grab-n-go 
while Laguna is slower. People enjoy 
the food and culture more.” He believes 
café-culture in Laguna would never exist 
as a tourist-only adventure. “I purposely 
didn’t open during season as I wanted to 
open to the locals.” The strategy worked. 
On day one there was a line outside at 5 
a.m. 

Vrignaud believes authenticity is im-
portant and will drive success, “No one 
will out-Paris us.” This holds true from 
the décor to the menu. No M ‘n’ Ms on 
your crêpe, limited styles of coffee. You 
also won’t be encouraged to log into their 
wi-fi; it is limited. But customers will 
have a sense of Parisian streets, where 
conversation, good coffee and tasty food 
is abundant. He compares his business 
to more than just feeding people. “We 
are like a blue box from Tiffany. The 
experience is the box and the food, the 
diamond.” 

Lindsay Smith-Rosales, chef and 
owner of Nirvana Grille, celebrated 
nine years in Laguna serving  California 
cuisine. Her tip? Balancing local and 
seasonal demands with a theatre culture.
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A Laguna native, Smith-Rosales grew 
up in a family that embraced sustain-
ability. The restaurant continues this phi-
losophy using fresh and locally sourced 
ingredients while being totally accepting 
of any dietary preferences. Nirvana has 
a strong locals customer base. “We try to 
focus on our locals, and while we have a 
great tourist base, they are consistent and 

committed to us. They are invested in us 
doing well and that allows us to continue 
to grow.”

Since Nirvana is a five-minute walk 
from Laguna Playhouse and the Festival 
of Arts’ grounds, the impact of show 
times can be challenging, she explains. 
“I’d love to have the shows on a little 
earlier to take the pressure off service. It 
would help all the restaurants in town.” 
To counter the issue, they offer sharing 
plates for a quicker and more casual meal 
and encourage locals to come before 5 or 

after 8 p.m.
Supporting the local community goes 

further. Every Sunday night, a percentage 
of revenue goes to local not-for-profits. 
Locals enjoy a 20 percent discount every 
Tuesday and even the theater-goers get a 
10% discount with a theater ticket. These 
promotions are important to the restau-
rant and encourage loyalty. “We often see 
customers coming in for dinner once a 
week and then maybe they sit at the bar 
and have a small plate on another night.” 

In addition to offering the best food, 

Smith Rosales believes the small things 
deliver success. This starts with a good 
team and excellent training, “Custom-
ers are encouraged to share their dietary 
preferences, we actively cater for all, so 
my staff have to be very well trained and 
knowledgeable.” 

With over 90 restaurants along the 
eight-mile coastline, most restaurants 
share the same challenges. Luckily for 
locals and visitors, chef owners also share 
a love of their industry for great food and 
personable service.  
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Students Devise Banners 
Big, Bold, and Botanical

 Banners by Laguna Beach High 
School students will be on exhibit May 
18-21 at Forest and Ocean Gallery, 480 
Ocean Ave, and reception for the artists 
is planned Thursday, May 18, from 5-8 
p.m.

  The banners are a project of the 
LOCA Arts Education program. LOCA 
coordinator Sherry Bullard organized the 
workshop with LBHS art teacher Bridget 
Porter. Students learned to use dyes and 
paint on silk from expert Olivia Batch-
elder. More than 20 students created 
60-inch banners with a botanical theme.

Artist’s Show and Tell at Open Critiques 
  Artists, visitors, and observers are 

invited to Open Critiques, Thursday May 
18, between 5 and 7 p.m. presented by 
LOCA Arts Education at the LCAD Gal-

lery, 374 Ocean Ave.
Artists are invited to bring and 

introduce two or three works to the 
show-and-tell style presentation. Panel-
ists, including Bernie Jones and Kathy 
Jones, will offer a critique. “It’s always 
interesting how viewers respond to our 
work, and what collectors see in it,” said 
portrait painter Ellen Rose.

  Complimentary refreshments and a 
sale of hand decorated shirts will be in-
cluded. Metered parking is on the street. 
Admission is free to LOCA members, 
$20 to guests. Advance registration is 
requested at 949 363-4700.

Sandstone Shows 
Painting, Sculpture

Abstract paintings and sculpture by 
Marie-Pierre Philippe-Lohezic will be 
featured at Sandstone Gallery, 384-A N 
Coast Highway, in May.

 Other exhibiting artists include Susan 
Gale, Ann Kim, Sunny Kim, Dominique 
McKenzie, Anne Moore, Hyatt Moore, 
Jong Ro, and Lynn Welker. 

Local fabric artist Olivia Batchelder offers instruction to LBHS student artists.
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