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Northbrook woman hopes to spread peace through laughter
Matt Yan, Editor

As a child, Ellen Klein
was a giggler.
She would try to hold
back laughter in places it
was frowned upon, but her
nature usually won out.
Eventually one of her firstgrade teachers walked her
out to a field and had her
bellowing at the top of her
lungs to get it out of her
system.
After so many reprimands, she just learned to
hold it in.
Growing up didn’t help.
Society conditioned her to
conceal laughter, and the
trials of life beat her down
until her happiness was
greatly diminished.
A serious health crisis
nine years ago tested her
strength and left her feeling
hopeless and afraid. Where
was the joy in her life? She
could not reach out and feel
it the same way she had before.
That changed in 2010,
when she discovered laughter yoga. The exercise of
voluntary laughter is practiced by tens of thousands
in 105 countries around the
world.
Joy flooded back into the
recesses of Klein’s mind.
She felt illuminated, refreshed.
“I feel healthier, more
hopeful,” Klein said. “It
brings me from fear to
cheer and bad to glad.”
Klein has brought her
brand of laughter yoga
to the Glenview/Northbrook area, holding sessions every Wednesday at
Glenbrook Hospital. Six
people showed up to her
first group, but attendance
spiked to 17 the second
time around on Jan. 4.
Drawn by the promise
of laughter — some out of
curiosity, others to relieve

Northbrook resident Ellen Klein demonstrates voluntary laughter at the start of a laughter
yoga session Jan. 4 at Glenbrook Hospital. Photos by Matt Yan/22nd Century Media

Rob Klein (left) and friend Janna Lyhus pretend to hold up phones to each other’s
ears during a laughter exercise.

stress — locals trickled
past the 7 p.m. start time
into the basement meeting
room where the group congregates, pulling up chairs
to join the circle of strangers.
“The reason it’s called
laughter yoga is yoga in
Sanskrit means ‘connection’ or ‘union,’ and it’s the
union of some deep breath-

ing with these laughter exercises,” Klein explained.
She began the group
with breathing warm-ups.
Attendees repeated the
sounds “he, he, he,” “ho,
ho, ho” and “ha, ha, ha”
faster and faster until each
sound devolved into real
laughter.
Once everyone was
warmed up, it was time for

more active movements.
The main exercises
ranged from the mundane
— walking around greeting each other with laughter — to the absurd, like
speaking in gibberish. In
another instance, participants pretended they were
laughing with someone on
the phone.
The main objective was

to turn forced laughter into
authentic howls, cackles
and guffaws.
“It’s laughing for no
reason,” Klein said, “because if you’re looking for
a reason to laugh, you look
around, you read the news,
you hear about all these
things that are happening
in the world and they bring
you down, so if you’re
waiting for something to
bring us up, we may not
find it.
“Laughing for no reason
is really cool because it’s
not conditional. We laugh
because it makes us feel
good.”
In the audience for the
second straight time was
Bruce Alexander, who initially heard of the event
through the Northbrook
Public Library.
The 79-year-old said he
hasn’t been to a medical
doctor in 40 years, and attributed his good health
to his habit of seeking out
exercises like this laughter
group.
“I think a lot of people
keep things inside of themselves and that’s really
a negative experience in
life,” he said. “This laughter, a side benefit is everything comes out, so you end
up in a far happier mood.”
Also looking for a pickme-up were Howard and
Pauline Morrison, both
Northbrook residents. A
motorcycle accident a decade ago left Howard Morrison with a brain injury,
and he spent some time in
a coma. Pauline nurtured
him through his recovery,
but the weight of the accident — Howard said he’s
recovered better than his
wife, who wasn’t even on
the motorcycle — dragged
them both down.
Suffice it to say laughter

has helped them both relieve some stress.
“The best part of it is you
don’t have to have a gym
membership,” said Pauline
Morrison, a former laughter yoga instructor. “You
don’t need special equipment and you get the same
benefits if not more.
“You have a feeling
of euphoria when you’re
laughing like that and your
whole body is being exercised. It shuts off all of
the mental chatter in your
brain.”
Those thoughts were
echoed by recent Glenbrook North graduates
Jared Hochberg and Eli
Susman, friends of Ellen’s
son Rob Klein. The physical benefits were tangible,
they noted.
“Coming into it,” Hochberg said, “I thought I
don’t really need assistance laughing — I actually
laugh a lot — so I was like
this is probably going to
benefit the 60-plus crowd,
but I actually feel a lot better now than I did before. I
was really hungry and kind
of dizzy before this but I
don’t feel those anymore,
which is kind of crazy.”
“There was a definite
shift in the positivity of my
thoughts,” Susman added.
“My breathing is more full
and my chest is lighter.”
With these results, Klein
sees herself as a kind of
peace activist. One person’s happiness will spread
to their loved ones, and out
beyond their social circle.
“[I want to] reduce the
stress, increase the levity and have people look at
each other in the eyes and
really show that they care
— that’s what we need in
the world, more care and
more love,” she said. “This
is my part in bringing peace
to the world.”

