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HEALTH & WELLNESS

Laguna offers countless ways to better mind and body in 2018 and beyond. 
By Eileen Keighley and Laguna Beach Magazine Staff

W
hether or not you are the type of 
person who likes to make a vision 
board or a list of resolutions for the 
year ahead, January always offers the 

chance for a fresh start—a time to get unstuck 
from old habits, begin a project, hone a skill 
or experiment with a new hobby or routine. If 
you’re one of those people who has been yearn-
ing to take that first step in a new direction, 
embrace 2018 as time to do something that will 
better your life: Within the city limits, Laguna 
Beach is brimming with activities, opportunities 
and experiences that will enrich the mind, body 
and soul. 

Kim Drollinger, a licensed marriage and family 
therapist with a practice in Laguna, helps people 
of all ages reach their potential, especially when 

it comes to charting new territory. She believes 
that people have a tendency to set unrealistic 
standards for themselves, which can create bar-
riers that may actually prohibit people from 
reaching their goals and exploring the unknown. 
“We live in a world of perfectionism … of our 
bodies, kids, marriage, vacations, and this holds 
people back from trying new things,” Drollinger 
says. But there is, of course, immense possibil-
ity in striving for change. “There is a great desire 
to want to feel better, do better but … [people] 
don’t know how,” Drollinger says. Stimulation 
is key, and Drollinger encourages her clients to 
consider growth opportunities. “Stay curious … 
[because] when you challenge yourself, you con-
tribute to your own wellness,” she says.

Drollinger also believes that an effective way to 

find success is by taking up new skills or hobbies, 
preferably within a group setting. “Many feel iso-
lated and lonely, but people are hard-wired for 
social interaction. … They learn best and are 
willing to try new things with like-minded peo-
ple and when they feel supported.” 

Significant life events, such as divorce, retire-
ment, parenthood or loss of a loved one, often-
times trigger people to seek change and start 
anew. But others may find motivation to set 
goals or try something different simply because 
they’ve decided to do what it takes to become 
the best possible version of themselves. And the 
expression “use it or lose it” can be applied to 
both the physical and the emotional. Drollinger 
explains: “It’s about finding something mean-
ingful again. … Goals set early in life change 
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Try a new art form with classes at the Sawdust Art & Craft Festival grounds (left) or hone your craft with the Third Street Writers group (right).

and people want to feel like ‘me’ again, … [so] 
it is also about finding out what works for you 
and not being afraid to try things and move on 
if it’s not right.”

When it comes to opportunities that present 
new challenges or help enhance your current 
mental or physical state, there’s no better desti-
nation than Laguna, with cooking and medita-
tion classes, writers groups, arts events and more. 

STARTING A NEW CHAPTER     
Jim Utt, a longtime Laguna resident as well as  
a columnist for the Laguna Beach Independent 
newspaper (a sister publication of Laguna Beach 
Magazine), discovered firsthand the life-changing 
power of engaging in a new experience. After sub-
mitting stories to a small literary magazine, the 
retired—and recently widowed—teacher signed 
up for a flash fiction writing class offered through 
the city in 2015. Utt remembers feeling enthusi-
asm at first, not nerves. But, on day one, he walked 
into the class and saw that there were 13 women 
enrolled, and he was confused about whether or 
not the class was gender-specific. Not easily put 
off, Utt stayed for that first class regardless, and 
had such a positive experience that he even signed 
up for three additional 12-week sessions, all taught 
by Laguna resident, writer and teacher Christine 
Fugate, from whom Utt continues to take private 
lessons today. 

While he knew he had stories to tell, Utt just 
didn’t know how to tell them at first. Initially, 
writing short stories felt like astrophysics com-
pared to what he was used to doing in his day job. 

Then, with Fugate’s help, he found his voice. “She 
helped me discover something inside me … and 
really sharpened my skills,” Utt recalls. More than 
two years later, he remains a regular columnist 
for the local newspaper, and he plans to publish a 
book of his columns—and other pieces that he’s 
written over the years—this spring. The best part 
about the gig for Utt is that the role is “so ful-
filling.” “Occasionally,” he adds, “people stop me 
and say, ‘I liked your column.’ ” 

Utt is not alone in Laguna in terms of fostering 
his love of writing; some do it for fun, others to 
find community or to launch careers. Whatever 
your motivation, there are many types of writing 
classes around town. The city offers an array of 
more formal writing instruction (recent genres 
have included stand-up comedy and memoirs); 
for the novice writer, these are helpful because 
they teach the basics, like structure of a story, 
character development and style. For those who 
have more experience and want to re-engage 
with the craft, there are drop-in writing groups 
offering the opportunity to learn from peers. The 
Third Street Writers, for example, meet every 
Monday from 10 a.m. to 1 p.m. in the Laguna 
Beach library. An enthusiastic group made up of 
all levels, they mix up the workshop-style meet-
ings with a prompt-driven, 10-minute writing 
exercise, and then they read and review pieces 
that members choose to share. The group also 
runs open-mic nights, has published a book of 
short stories and poetry, and is in the process of 
producing another book this spring. 

Similarly, if you have experience in writing 

poetry or want to learn how to get started, Laguna 
Poets, a group spearheaded by Mike Sprake, 
meets on the first and third Saturdays of each 
month from 2-4 p.m. in the library. Alternatively, 
you can opt to challenge yourself and enter the 
library’s 20th annual poetry contest (for adults 
and children), held in April, coinciding with 
National Poetry Month. And the library con-
sistently works alongside Laguna Poet Laureate 
Kate Buckley to organize community events; 
2017 saw both a poetry reading and children’s 
poetry workshop. 

Also at the library, local award-winning poet 
and writer Ellen Girardeau Kempler runs free 
drop-in writing workshops, which are open to 
all levels. She has named her method The Om 
of Writing; during her workshops (she plans to 
offer three this spring), Kempler uses prompts, 
many of which are sensory, to help participants 
generate ideas and to spark creative expression 
and memory. Kempler encourages the group to 
“turn off their judgement centers and relax.” 

ARTFUL ENDEAVORS
Countless studies have proven, again and again, 
the ways in which art can benefit the brain. Not 
only has art been shown to help people strug-
gling with health issues like dementia, cancer 
and depression, but it can also improve mem-
ory, reduce stress and even serve as a therapeu-
tic guide when it comes to helping people learn 
how to handle—and express—their emotions. 
Fortunately, Laguna, which is famous for its art 
scene, offers countless opportunities for people to 
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engage with different mediums and take classes, 
many of which are taught by local artists. 

The city of Laguna Beach offers a diverse range 
of art classes; the winter 2018 drop-in options, at 
the Community & Susi Q Center, include adult 
beginning drawing, figure and landscape painting, 
and, for intermediate- and advanced-level artists 
looking to challenge themselves, Painting With a 
Passion, Plus. 

Meanwhile, Sawdust Art & Craft Festival 
offers year-round art classes—most of which are 
taught by exhibiting artists—on mediums rang-
ing from jewelry making to oil and watercolor 
painting, glass blowing, screen printing and 
mixed media. For most classes, you don’t need 
previous art experience; rather, they offer a laid-
back, fun group environment. Another option 
is LOCA Arts Education, a nonprofit coalition 
aimed at making arts education more acces-
sible to people of all ages within the community. 
LOCA comprises educators, professional artists 
and advocates for the arts, and has encouraged 
art education for more than 20 years; the orga-
nization runs an art club in addition to offering 
workshops and classes, including painting, mul-
timedia art and printmaking. 

WORKING ON WELLNESS
Laguna Beach is known for its healthy, outdoor-
focused lifestyle, which, of course, benefits the 
body physically. But, here in town, the soul is 
equally well cared for, thanks to a wide variety 
of classes aimed at bettering participants’ mental 
and emotional state. And, integral to a healthy 
lifestyle, these types of classes can also be fun. 
Lori Kahn, originally a yoga teacher, is the owner 
and founder of OM, Laguna Beach, a studio that 
specializes in meditation, stress-relief and life 
coaching. Kahn has been teaching meditation for 
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more than 10 years, and sees an increase in the 
number of people being drawn to it because of 
the “immense amount of stress we are all expe-
riencing,” which, according to Kahn, has led to 
the fact that meditation and mindfulness have 
become more popular and mainstream than 
ever. “Some [students] are looking for quiet-
ing of the mind … all the way through to those 
looking for an ‘aha’ change in their life,” Kahn 
explains. OM offers different styles of medita-
tion and mindfulness, which are taught in both 
group and one-on-one settings. Classes, which 
include a Mindful Self-Compassion Series and 
Sound Bath Healing Meditation, are aimed at 
helping individuals cope with issues like anxiety, 
stress, major life changes and, in Kahn’s words, 
“all kinds of beginnings and endings.” 

Meanwhile, reiki—a practice that’s said to 
reduce stress and pain—can also be used to help 
someone better handle significant, life-changing 
events or find greater understanding of what 

life is about. Originating in Japan, reiki aims to 
energetically rebalance the whole body, and is 
based on the idea that life energy flows through 
the body; when life force energy is low, one has a 
greater chance of getting sick or feeling stressed, 
but when it’s high, a person can feel happier and 
healthier. Laguna resident and certified reiki 
master Kerry Walker-Collins believes that, no 
matter what motivates a person to seek out reiki 
treatment, there are definitive benefits. She owns 
Mystic Reiki, which teaches a variety of reiki 
and other wellness classes, and she also offers 
reiki certification classes and workshops on 
many areas of spiritual awareness, such as psy-
chic development. “Some try it to help increase 
spiritual connection, while, increasingly, I am 
seeing clients coming in with physical ailments 
like migraine and, through reiki techniques, I 
help alleviate their symptoms without the use of 
traditional medicines,” Walker-Collins says.

For those looking for an opportunity to use 
both mind and body, Laguna’s plentiful yoga 
studios and classes offer something for everyone, 
from free outdoor yoga at Treasure Island Park 
to vinyasa and hatha styles offered at Yogaworks 
Laguna Beach and aerial yoga at Monarch Beach 
Resort. One of Laguna’s more established yoga 
studios, Pacific Blue Yoga, recently moved from 
north Laguna to South Coast Highway near 
Center Street. The studio boasts multiple styles 
of yoga classes, including Bikram yoga in a 
heated room; its state-of-the-art facility incor-
porates the latest infrared heating panels, which 
are said to offer benefits including boosting cir-
culation and helping the body detoxify. 

  
RECIPE FOR SUCCESS 
For many people, food plays an enormous role 
when it comes to both health and happiness. And 

Learn to let go, to relax 

mind and body, in an 

aerial yoga class at 

Monarch Beach Resort.

Cooking and baking are fun to learn in a group class at Kitchen in the Canyon.
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THE OM OF WRITING 
MARCH 30 AND APRIL 7 AND 28; LAGUNA 
BEACH LIBRARY
These drop-in workshops, which are 
taught by award-winning poet and writer 
Ellen Girardeau Kempler from 10-11 
a.m., are free and suitable for all ages and 
levels, and encourage creativity through 
the written word. (949-274-1702)

A TASTE OF ITALY COOKING SERIES
FEB. 9 AND 16; KITCHEN IN THE CANYON
On Friday, Feb. 9, participants will learn 
how to make Sicilian specialities while 
the Feb. 16 session will offer instruction 
centered on A Night in Puglia. The hands-on cooking classes, starting at 6 
p.m., conclude with a mouthwatering meal shared at a community table. 
Those interested in attending a class can call chef Patrick DiGiacomo’s 
direct line, 714-296-9303, to register. Call to check, even if a class is 
listed as sold out on the website, as classes may be expanded and more 
dates added based on interest. (kitcheninthecanyon.com)

SAWDUST ART & CRAFT 
FESTIVAL CLASSES
ONGOING; SAWDUST ART & CRAFT
FESTIVAL GROUNDS
A few upcoming classes scheduled at 
the Sawdust Art & Craft Festival grounds 
include Basic Soldering (Feb. 10); Mixed 
Media Printmaking (Feb. 15); Oil Painting 
(Feb. 17); Create a Watercolor Card with 
Mary Gulino (Feb. 24); and Colored Pencil 
Seascapes with David Kizziar (March 1). 
(949-494-3030; sawdustartfestival.org)

SPIRITUAL AWAKENING
FEB. 11 AND MARCH 10; MYSTIC REIKI

This winter, Mystic Reiki brings ample opportunities for community mem-
bers to engage in classes and workshops that explore spiritual elements. 
Meet Your Guides, on Feb. 11, involves meditation to connect with spirit 
guides, as well as crystals and tools to reinforce awakening. Clearing 101, 
on March 10, offers instruction on the history of smudging and how to use 
smudging to clear away negative energy. (949-280-9202; mysticreiki.com)

Tap into your spiritual side with workshops at Mystic Reiki.

NEW SCHOOL
Whether you consider yourself a lifetime student or want to try something new this year, these classes offer something for everyone.

while it’s easy to eat healthily in town, with an 
array of good-for-you restaurants that offer vegan 
and vegetarian options, it’s also relatively simple 
to improve your own cooking skills, thanks to a 
handful of local culinary learning opportunities. 
Notably, Executive Chef Craig Strong of Studio 
at Montage Laguna Beach is now offering a series 
of hands-on cooking classes. Participants not 
only learn tips from the renowned chef, known 
for the modern-French-meets-California cuisine 
that he whips up at the five-star restaurant, but 
they also walk away with new recipes, wine pair-
ing insight and a Studio apron. 

Meanwhile, Patrick DiGiacomo, who opened 
Laguna’s Kitchen in the Canyon last winter, is a 
perfect example of the idea of taking on a chal-
lenge and finding a successful new beginning. 
After 30 years of working in the financial sector, 
he decided to follow his passion for cooking and 
enroll in the now-shuttered Laguna Culinary 
Arts school to become a professional chef. Today, 
Kitchen in the Canyon, which is located in the 
former Laguna Culinary Arts space, offers both 
cooking classes and catering services, in addition 
to a cafe that serves breakfast and lunch.

“We have created a community center in 
Laguna Canyon, where people want to meet, 
where people come to chat,” DiGiacomo says. 
And participants also flock to Kitchen in the 
Canyon because they want to learn to cook; in 

a range of themed classes from pasta-making 
to date-night dinners, students learn hands-
on cooking techniques before enjoying dinner 
together, in both small- and large-group settings. 
And participants enjoy the eating part just as 
much as the learning. As DiGiacomo shares, “A 
client came in and said he now makes a perfect 
poached egg every day for breakfast.” 

Learning something new and stretching the 

mind and body, whether through testing your 
hand in the kitchen, taking up meditation or try-
ing a new art form, has endless benefits—from 
the pride that comes with mastering a skill, to 
the exhilarating feeling of simply leaving famil-
iar comfort zones. So, as we move further into 
2018, consider the myriad ways in which you can 
challenge yourself by trying something new and 
different this year. LBM

Explore culinary creativity through classes taught by Patrick DiGiacomo at Kitchen in the Canyon. 


