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A group painting party 
Rather than unwinding with dinner and a movie, how about a blank 
canvas and a glass of wine? Just 45 minutes of creative activity has 
been shown to lower levels of the stress hormone cortisol—even in 
folks who don’t consider themselves handy with a brush. “I’m chal-
lenged just enough outside of my comfort zone to tap into that 
long-lost creativeness I’m sure I was born with,” says Margaret 
Hedlund, who frequents wine-and-paint parties at Seattle’s 
Corks and Canvas Events. “I walk away so proud of what 
I painted each and every time!” Chances are, your gift 
recipient will too, whether he or she is a natural 
Picasso or not.
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Celebrate the season this year with unexpected gifts that boost your 
family and friends’ well-being. (Or put one or two on your own wish list!) 

By Marygrace Taylor

GIVE THE GIFT 
OF HEALTH

Plant-based cooking lessons
It’s no secret that eating more fruits, vegetables, whole grains and 
beans can promote a healthier weight, as well as lower the risk for 
heart disease and some cancers. But for someone baffled by beets or 
terrified of tofu, the prospect of whipping up a tasty plant-based meal 
might be a little intimidating. A vegetarian or vegan cooking class is 
an easy way to learn how to use new-to-you ingredients and how to 
turn everyday ones into something completely unexpected, says chef 
Linda Soper-Kolton, director of compassionate cuisine at the Catskill 
Animal Sanctuary in Saugerties, N.Y. 
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Ice-skating at the local rink 
Think of it as 
winter’s answer 
to a family day at 
the beach. And 
just like surfing 
those summertime 
waves, skating  
is a serious 
workout: In just 
30 minutes, 
a 155-pound 
person will burn 
around 260 calo-
ries. (You’ll earn 
that post-skating 
hot cocoa!) Dress in layers that are easy to peel off as you warm 
up, and bring an extra thick pair of socks. They can help slightly 
loose skates fit more snugly, making it easier to keep your bal-
ance, says Dave Moore, general manager at Blue Cross RiverRink 
Winterfest in Philadelphia.

A botanical garden  
membership 
An annual pass may be more affordable than you think, 
and it offers the opportunity to soak up nature’s happiness-
boosting, stress-busting benefits as often as possible. An 
annual membership can offer a glimpse at how the gardens 
change throughout the seasons—even in the dead of winter. 
Many botanical gardens have spaces designed for year-round 
use, and cold weather can create a totally unexpected type of 
natural beauty. “After a snowstorm, the way the snow lies on 
the branches of the bare trees is just stunning,” says Eileen 
Prendergast, director of education at the Chicago Botanic Garden. 

Staycation 
adventure
A few days spent soak-
ing up all that your local 
area has to offer can be 
even more relaxing—
and rewarding—than an 
expensive trip to a far-
flung destination. One 
year, Nancy Knutson 
and her adult daughter, 
Abby, spent four days 
scoping out the breath-
taking foliage, picking 
apples and eating in 
delicious restaurants 
near Knutson’s home-
town of Hayward, Wis. 
“For us, the beauty was 
that there were dozens 
of little things to do, 
but not even one that 
we had to do. We spent 
more time enjoying one 
another,” she says. 

A cheese- 
tasting class
Just like that nice bottle of red 
wine or bar of artisanal choco-
late, high-quality cheeses feel 
more special when they’re 
savored—and doing so may mean 
you’re satisfied with less. Plus, 
that wedge of Brie or Parmesan 
might actually have health bene-
fits: Recent findings suggest that 
cheese consumption promotes 
healthier gut bacteria that could 
play a role in lowering levels of 
LDL (“bad”) cholesterol. 

Tea-of-the-month club 
A monthly delivery of fresh brews 
offers more than just the chance 
to discover a new favorite. The 
simple ritual of steeping and sip-
ping also gives you a few minutes 
of calm amid the daily chaos. 
Watching the water fill your ves-
sel, hearing the pour of the water, 
seeing the tea leaves unfurl as 
they brew and savoring those first 
steamy sips can serve as a simple 
reminder to slow down—and  
appreciate what’s happening right 
in front of you, says Kelly Zajac, 
founder of Tudor House Tea & 
Spice in Kalamazoo, Mich. Now 
that’s the kind of gift that’s truly 
priceless. 
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Ice-skating at the local rink 
Think of it as 
winter’s answer 
to a family day at 
the beach. And 
just like surfing 
those summertime 
waves, skating  
is a serious 
workout: In just 
30 minutes, 
a 155-pound 
person will burn 
around 260 calo-
ries. (You’ll earn 
that post-skating 
hot cocoa!) Dress in layers that are easy to peel off as you warm 
up, and bring an extra thick pair of socks. They can help slightly 
loose skates fit more snugly, making it easier to keep your bal-
ance, says Dave Moore, general manager at Blue Cross RiverRink 
Winterfest in Philadelphia.

A botanical garden  
membership 
An annual pass may be more affordable than you think, 
and it offers the opportunity to soak up nature’s happiness-
boosting, stress-busting benefits as often as possible. An 
annual membership can offer a glimpse at how the gardens 
change throughout the seasons—even in the dead of winter. 
Many botanical gardens have spaces designed for year-round 
use, and cold weather can create a totally unexpected type of 
natural beauty. “After a snowstorm, the way the snow lies on 
the branches of the bare trees is just stunning,” says Eileen 
Prendergast, director of education at the Chicago Botanic Garden. 

Staycation 
adventure
A few days spent soak-
ing up all that your local 
area has to offer can be 
even more relaxing—
and rewarding—than an 
expensive trip to a far-
flung destination. One 
year, Nancy Knutson 
and her adult daughter, 
Abby, spent four days 
scoping out the breath-
taking foliage, picking 
apples and eating in 
delicious restaurants 
near Knutson’s home-
town of Hayward, Wis. 
“For us, the beauty was 
that there were dozens 
of little things to do, 
but not even one that 
we had to do. We spent 
more time enjoying one 
another,” she says. 

Tea-of-the-month club 
A monthly delivery of fresh brews 
offers more than just the chance 
to discover a new favorite. The 
simple ritual of steeping and sip-
ping also gives you a few minutes 
of calm amid the daily chaos. 
Watching the water fill your ves-
sel, hearing the pour of the water, 
seeing the tea leaves unfurl as 
they brew and savoring those first 
steamy sips can serve as a simple 
reminder to slow down—and  
appreciate what’s happening right 
in front of you, says Kelly Zajac, 
founder of Tudor House Tea & 
Spice in Kalamazoo, Mich. Now 
that’s the kind of gift that’s truly 
priceless. 
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