WELLNESS

NATURALLY HIGH

in Ojai
“It’s not what you lose, it’s what
you gain”, is the tagline for The
Oaks Spa in Ojai, California, a
spa and wellness centre for the
past 40 years and still going
strong. Deborah MangumCopelli investigates.

HAPPY ANNIVERSARY TO Sheila Cluff, the
founder, and now retired, extraordinary director
of The Oaks Spa. Sheila, along with her devoted
husband Ken, revived and rebuilt this iconic
1918 landmark building with her vision and the
expertise of local architect, David Bury. It’s been a
family affair for all time, with their three children
working at the Spa at one time or another. And
today, daughter Cathy remains CEO of this
statement spa and wellness industry establishment.
Located in the heart of Ojai, a magical little
Californian town with 1200-metre mountains
gracing its borders, Oaks Spa is a home away
from home to baby boomers and Gen X visitors
alike. While there are other demographics
frequenting the Spa, including those from the
famous Hollywood and Malibu Hills, the majority
of guests fall into the strong female, career-driven
Xers, and baby boomers, who are looking to
change their current habits and adopt a healthy
way of living.
Entering this Mission-Adobe style heritage
property is like walking through time, customised
to address your mind, body and spiritual
transformation. And speaking of Mission, the
Oaks statement is “To provide you, their guests,
with an environment that encourages healthy goals
of all kinds, including eating and exercise habits.”
Following on from the commitment the Oaks
makes to its discerning patrons, they emphasise
enjoyment; being fed reasonable amounts of
nutrition-rich foods frequently throughout the day
gives you the opportunity to notice the healthy
changes you want to make at home with your
food choices.
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With Nancy Radding as your fearless leader of all things physical, you will
find this 18-year veteran of The Oaks still as robust as she was in her earlier
YMCA days. Nancy’s energy is infectious; a glow of sunshine surrounds her
well-toned physique and she can get anyone up and going at 6 am! With
the entire Daily Activity schedule under her command, Nancy focuses on a
balance of cardio, strength and flexibility, addressing all guests’ fitness levels.
She emphasises “listening to your body” and pay attention to only going as far
as you can comfortably go.
Water programs are a specialty at The Oaks and many guests return several
times a year for these much sought-after events. Other theme weeks Nancy
promotes include Dance, and Mindfulness Meditation intensives. Nancy
suggests we read “Who Switched Off My Brain” a book by Dr Caroline Leaf,
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which basically addresses exercise, nutrition, sleep,
integrated breath and finding the off-switch - that
visualisation of the blank white-board.
As Nancy says, balance every day at The
Oaks with a foundation of at least one Cardio
Activity=C; one Flexibility Class=F and one
Strength Class=S, adding more as you become
more interested with increased energy and
fitness capabilities.
And, Mrs Radding goes on to say “Unplug
from stressors while you are at The Oaks. Hit
the pause button and take time for rest and body
works; you don’t want to go home tired. Embrace
enrichment with sessions during the day that
include “Here & Home”, an easy-to-apply and
practical health talk; “Active Ageing” a relevant
lecture; and “Food for Thought”, an interactive
group discussion.
On a typical day you might wake at 6am, pop
on your trekking gear for a brisk walk through the
town and surrounds, or you might venture more
rigorously up the hills and down the valleys and
rocky boulders, both conducted by experienced

Lunch is a casual affair, with each choice designed to be high in fibre and
rich in antioxidants with vegetables and a protein to suit your needs. Portion
and frequency is the standard at The Oaks, so you always get what your body
needs with complete nutritional balance. For some, the dietician-designed
meals are purposefully prepared for your specific intolerances or medical health
care requirements.
You get two delightful hours to mindfully eat and rest with the community
of guests, on your own, al fresco, or in air-conditioned comfort; it can get
above 40 degrees Celsius in summer, and down to four degrees in mid-winter.
This high desert weather is clear, hot, crisp, extra dry, extreme and moderate.
From 2pm onwards you can choose Aqua Zumba, Hi/Lo, or “Back to Basics”
dance and then be rewarded with a Veggie Break from 2.45pm until 3.15pm,
consisting of fresh hummus and other seasonally prepared dips. After
re-nourishing, you’re ready for some Muscle Conditioning at 3pm, Relaxing
Yoga at 4pm and then a Beverage Break, (non alcoholic, of course) at 4.45 pm,
followed by a Practical Food demonstration.
I don’t think it was possible to be hungry; I found I was eating much more
than normal, and I don’t typically overeat. Every day you can attend a new
guest orientation either in the early afternoon or just before dinner. Dinner
is served in the smart-casual dinning room from 6-7pm and then a guest
speaker/workshop is featured every evening with optional movie watching and
popcorn munching. I noticed it was very quiet after 9pm, as your day starts all
over again very early.
A unique added value at The Oaks, and there are many, is the full
consultative health and wellness check and weigh-in. Along with this, you can
pre-choose your menu for your stay based on any food intolerances, inform
the chef of any life-threatening allergies, and be assured the Oaks is listening
and customising your meals and activities accordingly. It’s clearly written
on each daily activities’ schedule that The Oaks at Ojai is a “fragrance-free”
environment, which is so refreshing as there’s nothing worse than a mix of
individual perfumes to rob the olfactory zone of the otherwise pleasant and
beneficial smells of essential oils. And isn’t aromatherapy all part of that
relaxing ambiance of a wellness spa?
Speaking of the natural scents of a well-seasoned spa, I was fortunate
to succumb to the hands of Meg, availing me of an “active” Skin Authority

fitness guides. There are also leisurely strolls for
those who desire. With breakfast served daily
from 7.45am until 9am, your morning starts
healthily early. Morning meditation is at 8.20am,
Stretch at 9am, Pool Play 9.45am, Latin Dance at
10am and a much-needed Potassium Broth Break
at 10.45am. And that’s just the first part of your
morning; of course you can’t do all of this at once,
so you have a few choices to make throughout the
day and evening, but not stressful choices. From
11 to lunch at noon, you can take “Core and
More”, followed by Aqua Cardio.

facial. Not just any ordinary skin care procedure, this signature treatment left
my skin revelling in moisture, brightness and clarity. With Skin Authority
as the featured choice at The Oaks Spa, you can be assured your facial time
is well spent. The aloe vera full face mask was cooling and delightful and
the heated pampering hand and foot booties really nurtured my “tired from
driving in LA” self.
With Elizabeth Horton at the helm of Guest Relations for 40 years, The
Oaks at Ojai gets all the boxes ticked for their daily positive mantras. “Lose
Bad Habits, Gain Good Habits” is first and foremost a philosophy from which
to launch, and “Lose Worry, Gain Laughter”, can be seen and felt by staff and
guests alike. “Lose Stress, Gain Peace of Mind” is experienced through all the
professional Yoga, Mindfulness and Meditation Classes. And “Lose Weight,
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Gain Health” just happens at The Oaks
when you’re eating high fibre, fresh
greens, and good fuel for your body.
“Lose ‘Not Enough Time’, Gain, ‘Me
Time’” abounds and envelops your stay
as you focus on yourself and your welldeserved needs to re-pattern your old
habits to healthy ones, for now and the
future. Quoted, “The Most Affordable
Spa in America”, check out their rates
and I’m sure you’ll agree it’s great
value for your body, mind, soul - and
your money.
Executive Chef and Spa Cuisine
Director Christine Denney has a
wealth of experience and longevity
at The Oaks as well, and her simple
philosophy is “Have You Weighted too Long”? With no better time than
the present, Christine addresses your nutritional needs, desires and beliefs
around eating patterns and portions. With a no-nonsense, easy approach to
your relationship with food, Christine spends time in the Oaks kitchen and
time doing cooking demonstrations, lectures and seminars that re-educate
guests who feel overwhelmed with the plethora of modern processed and
pre-packaged choices. Eating, “fresh and local” reigns supreme at The Oaks
Spa, with Christine and her team hitting the local farmer’s markets weekly.

Weighing in on her own experience with food as a
chef and the cook at home, Christine has mastered
it all; hats up and hands on!
I leave you with this little, “chillaxing” exercise
for whenever you’re feeling stressed or to help you
fall asleep. Breathe in for four, hold for seven, and
exhale…slowly for eight. Repeat this in your own
time and at your own pace and comfort level at
least three times, then just breathe normally and
focus on your natural breathing. This is just one
of many exercises I taught as a Guest Presenter at
“The Oaks at Ojai”. Ojai is just 30 minutes east
of Ventura, California, and two hours north-east
of Los Angeles. Check out their website and
check into this Spa when you’re in the LA area.
www.oaksspa.com n
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