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Cook Yourself Happy

Rancho La Puerta teaches cooking ... and so much more

by Leslie Forsberg

I’'m squishing the pineapple more than cutting it. Chef Ana Lorena Najar
steps to my side and shows me how to grip the implement. “You have to
make the knife dance!” she says as she rocks the blade expertly, creating

a tidy pile of perfect tidbits. | smile at the irony of a dancing knife in the

“singing kitchen”—La Cocina Que Canta, in Spanish—the new cooking
school that’s part of Rancho La Puerta, a world-class health spa just south

of San Diego, in northern Mexico.

Since winning a blue ribbon at the Clallam County Fair for my bread-baking
skills at age 12, | have fantasized about attending a cooking school, but
raising a family and work always made me put off my dream. Until the day |

called my Texas girlfriend, Laura, and found it was her dream, too.

A couple of months later we find ourselves elbow-to-elbow in a hands-on
cooking class with Ana Lorena and four other students, fashioning a
seasonal feast worthy of celebration—Thai curry-accented squash-apple
soup, glazed roast salmon en croute, and colorful root vegetables roasted
with honey, balsamic and spices. The brightly colored peppers, carrots and
tomatoes filling baskets on the immense butcher-block table are from the

six-acre organic garden that surrounds the hacienda-style cooking school.

We chop, sautée and bake as complex, spicy aromas drift from the

bubbling pots and sizzling pans, mingling with a background of excited




chatter. Circling the table, we admire each others’ work. Finally, we settle
around a wooden farm table in the tangerine-colored dining room, and toast
our lovely chef Ana with Valle de Guadalupe wine from Baja, California,

before tucking into the spectacular meal we helped create.

Satisfying as it is, the cooking class is just one of dozens of fun, healthful
activities at Rancho La Puerta. From swim assessment clinics (Feldenkrais
is really challenging to boil down to a few words!) to White Lotus yoga, and
herbal wreath making to Mexican dance, each day tantalizes with as many

as 65 different classes.

Through leisurely meals at communal tables filled with new friends,
exercise classes and brisk morning hikes, Laura and | talk about the
challenges of raising kids, sharing family recipes along with hopes and
dreams at this mid-life place we find ourselves. “This is our sorbet week,”
Laura announces brightly, one afternoon. | ponder her words. The sweet
intensity of taking the time to take care of ourselves does share

something in common with sorbet.

We feel giddy as school kids again as we compare notes each morning
before heading to class, down pathways shaded by eucalyptus trees and

scented with lavender and rosemary.

The Chihuahuan desert has its own smells. On a brisk hike through a
boulder-pocked landscape at the base of rangy hills, we pause to compare
the aromas of white sage and California sage, flat-top buckwheat and
chapparal broom. After a full day of activities, a bit of hammock time
(we’re told that relaxation is as important as exercise) and another
delightful dinner, the scents of lemongrass and rosemary lull me to a
dreamy state during my aromatherapy massage, another cornerstone of

spa life.

| came to Rancho La Puerta expecting to reconnect with a friend. And | did,
but what | didn’t expect were lessons about living life more fully and, just

as important, reconnecting with my own sense of joy. Sorbet, indeed.
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