
L
eaving a beautiful sunny autumn 
morning in Sydney to cross the 
Pacific pond we land, 13 hours 
later, in bright springtime LA 
where the temperature feels about 
the same, except the air is dryer and 
the desert f lowers are starting to 
bloom. In my sleep-deprived and 

movie-saturated mind state, the buzz and noise 
at the airport is a lot more confronting. I shuttle 
over and check into my LAX airport hotel for a 
one day/night reprieve from lack of sleep, pull 
down the blackout blinds, adjust the eye mask and 
push in the earplugs nice and snug… Just as if I’d 
had a late night and in much need of a sleep-in, 
I force my body and brain into sleep mode for 
a few solid hours. God forbid any of my tanned 
and polished LA friends or family should see me 
like this, with skin and body dehydrated and dark 
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circles so intense even the thickest concealer couldn’t hide them. I’ve tried 
all manner of jet lag remedies and this one’s a winner. Having an early first 
night in the northern hemisphere helps, too. 

With all the glitz and glamour of Los Angeles what strikes me right from 
the get-go is how lonely a place it really is. First, you’ve got to rent a car unless 
you’re lucky or wealthy enough to hire one with a driver, and even so you’re 
most likely sitting in there with thick plate glass between you and the driver 
so no conversation or overhearing dare occur. If you want to get anywhere in 
LA, it means sitting in your vehicle either driving on the massive freeways 
or bravely venturing around using what Los Angelenos call “surface streets”; 
those being the non-freeway roadways between suburbs. Public transport? 
Don’t even think about it. Buses do exist but in certain neighbourhoods you’d 
be risking your life to board one, much less be let out at a stop and then have 
to walk somewhere. People in LA don’t walk, unless it’s a form of exercise at 
the park with their dogs, or on their home-based treadmills, or climbing one 
of those famous mountain hills this side of Runyon Canyon or Mulholland 
Drive. Instead, they are alone in their cars; eating, drinking, applying makeup, 
texting, working on their computers and doing what the rest of us tend to 
do at home — but in LA your car is your home. Even if you work only 15 
kilometres from your place of residence, if you commute during peak hours, 
as do most Americans, then it will take you nearly an hour to get to and from 
work each day. Yes, LA does have flexi hours but not everyone is in the movie 
business; you’ve still got 11 million people trying to get around that big basin 
during the busiest times of the day. Oh, and those horns; it’s every voice just 
wanting to be heard at every opportunity, who knows for what reason. 

So, is LA stressed out, overweight, under-loved, soulless and in need of a 
big hug and a major Zen overhaul? Yes, on a mammoth level. So where does 
LA go to de-stress, chill out and check in for some good health, fresh air 
and breathing time? Book into some local healthy hangouts or hop in their 
cars, alone, for some “me” time? Well, they’ll be many others doing the same 
thing on any given day and at any time so they will most probably befriend 
someone for the hour or two on the day at the hanging place and then never 
speak to that person again. 

After 11 days observing the behaviours and habits of this wacky city, I was 
able to make some broad assumptions on why and how LA moves, shakes 
and meditates the way it does. My final analysis is really the motor vehicle, 
the expressways and its overpowering magnetism, juxtaposed with space and 
freedom. This is the new LA; old LA was a different time and place where 
most residents were New York transplants or adventurous East Coasters once 
removed, heading west for fame, fortune and of course, Hollywood!
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Ok, I think you’ve got the picture. LA is great fun on the outside but when 
you delve deeper there are a lot of sad, lonely, disappointed, dis-eased human 
beings in need of a little TLC. And without it, you’ve got the largest melting pot 
of chemical dependency and pharmaceutical pick-me-ups and lay-me-downs to 
which they’ve become so accustomed. Is this really the new normal? As I write I 
think about the song, “Ordinary Love” by U2, and it’s so true; ordinary can be so 
relaxing and wonderful. But in this overhyped, got to be entertained every second 
of the day life we’re all leading, ordinary is feared as if it’s a plague. Just read 
the tabloids, as I did while in LA, and there are pages and pages of movie and 
music legends professing their new-found ordinary lives after near-death drug 
and drinking binges nearly unhinged them and their families. Ordinary is a good 
and healthy thing, I’d say. But getting back to normal takes conscious focus and 
pattern breaking and the best place to start practicing is at a “healthy hang-out”.

Just about an hour and a bit south-east of LA proper you can escape to 
a little hot mineral spring oasis known as Glen Ivy where the waters flow 
abundantly. Much more crowded than the hot spring scene in New Zealand, it 
was still an experience to fully enjoy; “all the lonely people” from LA who like 
to spa will find a way to take to the water near Corona, California. And it’s well 
worth the easy freeway drive. You can quickly see why the pioneers and settlers 
who ventured west found a little paradise in the arid high desert temperatures 
near LA where the mid-sized mountains offer mineral waters flowing and 
supreme. What initially strikes me as a missed opportunity is the lack of 
accommodation at Glen Ivy; it’s a hot mineral spring day spa. I decided to stay 
at the seaside town of Laguna Beach for the night, but had there been rooms to 
let, I’d have slept there for sure. I didn’t even see any recommendations for hotels 
on the website so either they haven’t thought of it or this truly is just an LA 
day stop for most spa lovers. I wish my marketing contact had been proactive 
and informed me I should arrive early and book my treatment in advance, but 
when I arrived I found only one treatment left for that day, so of course I took 
it happily. LA is the kind of place where you just have to know things; people 
aren’t necessarily going to inform you. Lessons learned; for those of you with 
salons and spas, remember some of your clients might still be first-timers or 

new to your country, as well as the salon or spa 
environment. I’m surely not new to spas or the 
country of my birth, the USA, but things do change 
quickly, especially with technology, our access to it 
and the information on it. Just remember to update 
your website regularly, and take those Yelp or 
Google critiques seriously because your new clients 
are relying on them when making their salon and 
spa choices.

Glen Ivy is carved into the Santa Ana Mountains 
and adjacent to Coldwater Creek, a perfect backdrop 
for the expansive Spa village. You can wander from 
one pool area to the other, many equipped with 
ergonomically-designed floating devices and pools 
with different mineral and salt contents naturally 
flowing to soothe aching muscles and restore your 
sanity. The native California landscaping reigns 
supreme with lush foliage of bamboo, date palms, 
citrus and cypress as well as grand old oak trees just 
crying out for your lounging pleasure beneath. And 
then there’s “Club Mud”, bubbling up in its ruddy 
red glory; don’t wear white swimmers please! One 
experience you mustn’t miss is the Grotto, where 
you can try a deeply hydrating masque of aloe vera, 
coconut oil and shea butter, applied from the neck 
down and allowed to soak into your skin as you 
relax in the heated grotto area. It’s likened to the 
grotto’s you’ll find all around Italy, Turkey and other 
thermal areas of the world. You are lowered into the 
Grotto via a lift and even though you book in for 
this treatment, you can stay in the many different 
rooms for hours if you want. With steam areas, 
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full rain and affusion showers, you can meander in 
and out and lounge on big fluffy towels amongst the 
grotto terrain. There’s complimentary water, fresh 
fruit and herbal and green teas in a dedicated area 
where many are refreshing. For only $25 this little 
gem is well worth it, and general admission to the 
hot springs and pools is a modest $45.

Set out very much like a ski village, it was 
fun to explore the different terraced pavilions, 
cabanas, lounges, vistas points and waterfalls. You 
can even order California style spa cuisine at the 
various dining establishments. But my favourite 
area was the Massage Villa where I relaxed on the 
rocking chairs next to a babbling thermal brook 
prior to my Stress Reliever massage. There’s 
nothing better than a heated cushy massage table, 
the aroma of lavender and the hands of a strong 
and sensitive massage therapist to put all your 
LA cares to rest. For $99, it’s a fair price to pay 
for fifty minutes of luxury de-stressing — and 
only an hour out of LA. Next visit to Southern 
California, be sure to book into Glen Ivy for the 
day and get there when the doors open; you can 
rest, sleep, get over your jetlag, lounge, bathe, 
wander and Grotto and mud and soak yourself 
to perfection, just like the locals do, LA-style. 
And if you just happen to forget your swimmers, 
as did I, you’ll find it in their Lifestyle store; it’s 
stocked to hilt with the latest and favourite spa 
gear and products. If energy indulgence is your 
pleasure, there’s the Activity Deck where you 
can enjoy some painting and crafting, or really 
get going in the JoyFitness classes, or mellow 
into Yoga, Tai Chi or Qi Gong. Try taking in 
some Theta Healing sessions, but for those who 
prefer to get their Zen on, take a wander around 
the Labyrinth; it’s very meditative. Go online to 
Glenivy.com — it’s almost like being there, and 
really encourages you to book in when you’re 
in LA.

Leaving and heading over the hills to Laguna 
Beach, the next day we decided to take a tour of 
Spa Montage, another LA healthy escape, again 
only about an hour south along the beautiful 
California coastline. In all directions from LA, 
you can well and truly get out for the day, a 
night or weekend. You can experience spa in 
totally different environments; in its natural state 
or polished 5-star, like the Montage Resort in 
Laguna Beach. The rocky sea views have lovely 
walks and bike paths with perfect vista points for 
the traveller to enjoy the Pacific offshore breezes. 
You can visit the 5-star Montage Laguna Beach 
Spa as a guest or a day tripper; see their extensive 
spa program and menu on SpaMontage.com. 
It’s an LA hang-out for the more discerning and 
upwardly mobile. 

But for those who just want to hang 
out healthfully in LA and the surrounding 

neighbourhoods, try trendy Westwood, where you can eat, drink, wifi and 
yoga next door at Café Gratitude, or venture over to upmarket Brentwood to 
the Country Mart. Be sure to check out Caffe Luxxe, an artisanal expression, 
or maybe Farmshop in Santa Monica; you might even run into Jennifer 
Garner and her kids. Be sure to wear your horse-riding boots to any or all 
day time venues, since that’s how the locals (and stars) show up. Some of my 
favourite hangs around LA are Whole Foods stores; your handy US GPS will 
guide you to one and you can shop, eat fresh and chef- cooked meals, wifi 
all day until 10pm and then star gaze. Some other healthy lunch or dinner 
hang-outs are Nobu LA for new age sushi and sashimi — just be sure your 
wallet is ready for this one! Then there’s WP24 by Wolfgang Puck; he’s a 
chef always up to something good for the Hollywood gang. Gwyneth Paltrow 
and Josh Brolin might even be seen at Tavern restaurant in Brentwood. And 
then there’s Pizzeria Mozza where J-Lo, the Beckhams, Gordon Ramsey and 
Christina Aguilera sometimes frequent; a popular spot for those with kids. 

LA is such a collision between hip and yup; anyone can really fit in. And 
speaking of fit, Runyon Canyon is the outdoor park and place to walk your 
dog, jog or just hang out in a beautiful canyon setting with lots of open space 
and trails for biking, hiking or strolling about. If you hang out long enough 
you might even notice Justin Timberlake taking his morning jog, Jessica Biel 
walking her dog or Matthew McConaughey strolling with wife and kids. Ben 
Stiller’s been seen at Runyon too, and if you’re really lucky you might catch a 
glimpse of Ryan Gosling’s abs!

Whatever your healthy hang-out choices in LA and surrounds, there’s a 
habitat to suit your vegan, gluten-free, lactose intolerant, yoga or fitness fancy. 
Just get out and explore and enjoy your healthy stay in LA. n
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