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Dear Ursula & Hans,

History is more than just the past; it's a conduit for connecting to the
present. For Emma Love Suddarth, a ballet dancer with the Pacific
Northwest Ballet, the opportunity to perform choreography by
legendary masters, like George Balanchine, is a way of tapping into the
history and soul of dance. This issue of American Lifestyle magazine
begins at the ballet in Seattle, and reveals the motivation and
inspiration of six dancers.

It's the history of the land that links Tennessee native Jeff Ross to the
soil and to the seeds he chooses each season. The garden manager of
Blackberry Farm, a resort in the Smoky Mountains, Ross studied
history in college, while also working in a plant nursery. The plants
became his passion, but Ross bases much of what he grows on what
has been present in that region throughout the generations.

Designer Jessica McIntyre also gravitated to history in college, with a
specific interest in art history. This education provided her with a more
complete understanding of different style eras and influences of
artwork. She meshes the masculine and industrial with the feminine
and glamorous, giving a Dallas high-rise a sophisticated upgrade.

A link to history is never far. As always, it is a pleasure to send you
American Lifestyle magazine. Thank you for your continued support
through referrals.

The Focus Team
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Dear Bill and Judy,
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»
S t e v e n  L o c h
DENTON, TEXAS

How old were you when you started 
dancing? 
Three.

What sparked your interest in  
ballet? When did it become more than 
a hobby?  
When I was a baby (before I even knew what 
dance was), I was always dancing around the 
house, so there wasn’t a specific thing that 
sparked my interest. I like to say that I was 
born a dancer! But it was when I was eleven 
years old that I made a conscious decision to 
pursue ballet as a career.

Is it difficult to have relationships with 
the time commitment required 
for ballet? 
I wouldn’t say it’s difficult; I would say it’s 
just hard to meet people to start a romantic 
relationship, so it’s pretty common for 
dancers to date other dancers.

How does ballet spill into other areas of 
your life?
I think that above all, being a ballet dancer 
gives me a sense of purpose, which makes 
me a happier and more fulfilled person. As 
far as negatives go, sometimes being too 
much of a perfectionist isn’t a good thing.

Fill in the blank: Ballet and         go hand 
in hand. 
Passion.

Tell us an interesting fact that most 
people wouldn’t guess:   
When I was in the sixth grade, I sang as 
part of the Dallas/Fort Worth Metroplex 
Children’s Choir. Unfortunately, after that, 
my voice changed, and when I sing, I sound 
like a sad donkey.

S a r a h  P a s c h
DUBLIN, CALIFORNIA

How old were you when you started dancing? 
Seven.

What sparked your interest in ballet?   
My sister took ballet. I loved gymnastics. But when I went away for a summer ballet 
intensive at age fourteen, I knew it was what I wanted to do. I’m always moving to 
music, and there’s a sense of artistry in everything I do.

Do you avoid potentially injury-prone activities, like skiing?
I avoid most of those things, but sometimes I enjoy being a daredevil. I have been 
skydiving, and I would love to go again.

What goes through your mind when you are performing?  
At first, I have to calm my nerves, but then it’s just pure enjoyment. Performing is the 
most incredible and indescribable feeling.

Who is your favorite ballet dancer of all time? Why?  
I’ve always loved Carla Körbes, our very own prima ballerina here at Pacific Northwest 
Ballet. She touches your soul with every step. It’s as if every time she dances, she is 
doing it just for you. She inspires me every day. And she’s as sweet as can be.

Tell us an interesting fact that most people wouldn’t guess:  
I am extremely jumpy; every little noise turns my head!

We asked six dancers from the 
Pacific Northwest Ballet for 
some backstage insight into the 
world of ballet performance. 
They graciously obliged. 

photography as noted
text pacific northwest ballet

© Angela Sterling

© Angela Sterling

© Angela Sterling

to the 
pointe.
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C h r i s t i a n  P o p p e
LAKE STEVENS, WASHINGTON

At what age did you start dancing? 
I started tap dancing at five, and began 
ballet when I was ten.

What sparked your interest in ballet? 
After a few years of doing tap, my teacher 
told me that I should start ballet to help 
improve my upper-body carriage. When I 
was thirteen, I attended a summer program 
with the Pittsburgh Ballet Theatre School, 
and was inspired to pursue a career.

If you could dance a woman’s role, what 
would it be?  
I’ve always loved Sleeping Beauty, and there 
are a lot of great roles for women in that 
ballet. If I had to choose just one though, it  
would be the title role—Princess Aurora.

What do you admire most in a male 
dancer? What do you admire most in a 
female dancer? 
In a male dancer, I admire toughness, 
strength, and a captivating stage presence. 
In a female dancer, I admire the ability to 
be tough and strong, yet at the same time, 
make the steps look light, graceful, and easy.

What has been the happiest moment of 
your ballet life? Most disappointing?  
I’ve been fortunate to have had many happy 
moments in my career, but the best was 
receiving the call from [artistic director] 
Peter Boal, informing me that I was being 
considered for a contract with Pacific North-
west Ballet. It wasn’t concrete yet, but it 
was incredibly exciting to know that it was a 
possibility. The most disappointing moment 
was my first injury (or any injury, really). It’s 
a horrible experience to be physically unable 
to do the job that you love.

Tell us an interesting fact that most 
people wouldn’t guess:  
I’m a huge root beer enthusiast! I love to try 
all the different types I can get my hands on.

E m m a  L o v e  S u d d a r t h
WICHITA, KANSAS

What sparked your interest in ballet?  
When I was six, I was the tag-along to the ballet performance of my big sister’s best friend. 
Curiosity was sparked, and I started dancing when I was seven. A little over ten years later, 
I was offered the chance to pursue ballet further in Seattle, almost 2,000 miles from home. 
As a natural homebody, it was daunting, but I knew I wanted to try.

Are you drawn to the technical or artistic aspect of ballet?
As a dancer, the technical side of it feels more natural and accessible to me; however, the 
artistic side of it is what continues to renew my love for ballet. Ultimately, one demands the 
other, and neither is ever fully developed. There is always the opportunity for more and to 
push one step further.

What attracted you to Pacific Northwest Ballet? What do you think of life 
in Seattle?  
Not every company gives you the opportunity to dance Balanchine, Forsythe, 
Ratmansky, and Dawson in the same season. Add the endless talent of the wonderful 
dancers around you—what wouldn’t attract me to Pacific Northwest Ballet? As a Midwest 
girl, the idea of a big city was potentially unsettling. Seattle is the perfect blend, though—
vast but familiar, metropolitan but flooded with nature, full of opportunity but comfortable. 
It was easy to make it home.

If you weren’t a ballet dancer, what would you be doing?  
My parents can attest to this fact: I used to write poems and letters to my beloved pets 
(they can be found in an ancient sparkly notebook). My subject matter has since expanded, 
but I have always loved to write. I still plan on it. My spelling has slightly improved.

Tell us an interesting fact that most people wouldn’t guess:  
I caught my hair on fire at my seventh birthday party. Twice. And it’s all on tape.

M a r g a r e t  M u l l i n
TUCSON, ARIZONA

How old were you when you  
started dancing? 
Four.

What sparked your interest 
in ballet? 
My mom took me to see my first ballet, 
Coppélia, when I was four, because I was 
always moving well to music. It was love at 
first sight. I still remember it vividly.

In what way does ballet resonate with 
you over other types of dancing? What 
other types of dance have you done? 
I have a diverse background—jazz, tap, 
modern, flamenco, character, and hip-hop— 
but ballet has always been my biggest 
love. I think it’s from watching it so much 
as a child. Ballet was the most magical and 
expressive to me.

Do you have a restrictive diet? How 
do you maintain adequate nutrition? 
What is your favorite cheat meal?  
I mostly try to eat foods that are nutritious 
and will give me the most fuel for my body. 
I eat a lot throughout the day for energy. I 
have a few cheat meals, but if I had to pick 
one, it would be Top Pot doughnuts.

How many pairs of pointe shoes do 
you go through in a month?  
I rotate my pointe shoes a lot so that I don’t 
wear out one pair too fast. Usually, I rotate 
between eight to ten pairs a month.

Tell us an interesting fact that most 
people wouldn’t guess: 
I love superhero movies. I’m a big Marvel 
fan, especially Iron Man. I see them all in 
theaters, and always buy the DVDs.

Most played song on your iPod?
“Gravevine” by Marvin Gaye.
For more info, visit pnb.org

J e s s i k a  A n s p a c h
BELLEVUE, WASHINGTON 

How old were you when you started dancing? 
Five.

What sparked your interest in ballet?  
I was horribly uncoordinated at gymnastics, so I thought I’d give ballet a try. I’m not sure why 
I thought ballet would require less coordination. When I was eleven, after dancing in my first 
Nutcracker and getting a taste of the stage, I saw Pacific Northwest Ballet perform Swan Lake, 
and I knew that was what I wanted to do.

What is your pre-performance routine?  
I get there early, and pop my earbuds in—mellow music if I’m stressed, and peppy if I’m 
dragging. Hair first; makeup second. Then I sign up to see the physical therapist and massage 
therapist. After that, I put my costume on and do a quick warm-up. And lastly, I dance!

What would you like to do after you retire from ballet performance?  
I’d like to finish my degree, travel the world with my husband, and start a family. I also want to 
write, work with my mom in interior design and event planning, and maybe teach yoga—too 
many things!

What is your dream role?  
Odette/Odile in Swan Lake.

Tell us an interesting fact that most people wouldn’t guess: 
I have the ugliest feet in the company—our physical therapist, Boyd Bender, keeps a photo of 
them on his phone to show people when they think theirs look bad.

© Lindsay Thomas

© Angela Sterling

© Angela Sterling

© Angela Sterling
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APPLE-WALNUT POUND CAKE
I loved gathering eggs with Miss Nellie and Miss Daisy. I would carefully take the fresh eggs from each 

nest. The eggs were still warm when we collected them. It was fun knowing they would make a delicious 

cake. Nowadays, we consider farm fresh eggs a luxury. When I was growing up, I thought everyone had 

them. I loved to call the hens by name, pet them, and thank them for giving us such lovely eggs.

2 cups sugar
1½ cups canola oil

3 eggs
3 cups unbleached all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking soda
1 teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon pure vanilla extract
3 cups apples, peeled and diced

1 cup black walnuts
1 cup coconut

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease and flour a 10-inch tube pan.

2. In a large mixing bowl, whisk together the sugar, oil, and eggs until well blended and 
light yellow in color.

3. Sift together the flour, baking soda, and salt. Add the flour mixture and the vanilla to 
the mixing bowl with the oil and sugar mixture. Whisk well. The batter will be very stiff. 
Fold in the apples, black walnuts, and coconut.

4. Pour the batter into a prepared 10-inch tube pan. Bake for 1 hour and 20 minutes.

5. Let cool in the pan for 20 minutes before turning out onto the cake plate.

SERVES 16 TO 20 PEOPLE

love
A  S L I C E  O F

Recipes excerpted from Daisy Cakes by Kim Daisy. Lydia Inglett Publishing / Starbooks.biz

photography lynne harty
text kim daisy
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CREOLE CAKE
Uncle George Bishop was an engineer for the railroad. He traveled around a good bit. He also liked to 

take hunting and fishing trips. Once while he was in Louisiana, he stayed with a Cajun family there, and 

brought back this recipe as a gift from the lady of the house. Miss Nellie and Miss Daisy made the cake, 

and it became an instant hit.

CAKE
2 cups sugar

2 eggs
½ cup canola oil

½ cup buttermilk
2 cups unbleached all-purpose flour

2 tablespoons cocoa
1 teaspoon baking soda

¼ teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon vanilla

1 cup boiling water

TOPPING
½ cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, melted

1 cup light brown sugar (packed)
1 cup coconut 

½ cup evaporated milk
1 cup pecans, chopped

1. Preheat the oven to 325°F.

2. In large mixing bowl, whisk together the sugar, eggs, oil, and buttermilk. Fold in the 
dry ingredients: flour, cocoa, baking soda, and salt. Add the vanilla and boiling water. 
Blend all of the ingredients together.

3. Pour the batter into a 9-by-13-inch glass baking dish. Do not grease the dish. Bake 
for 35 to 40 minutes.

4. Place the first four topping ingredients into a small bowl, and mix together well. 
Spread the topping on the cake as soon as it comes out of the oven. Sprinkle 
with pecans.

5. Return the cake to the oven for another 15 minutes, or until the topping is brown. 
Cut into squares in the pan, and serve.

SERVES 12 TO 16 PEOPLE
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PEACH OR STRAWBERRY POUND CAKE
After standing on the tailgate of my daddy’s truck, picking peaches in the hot August sun, my mother, 

Miss Geraldine, and I went straight home and baked the peach version of this good and really simple cake. 

Of course, we did eat a peach or two—fuzz and all—while we stood over the kitchen sink, the juice running 

down our arms and dripping off our elbows. I love this cake with homemade vanilla ice cream on a thick 

slice that is still warm out of the oven.

1½ cups canola oil
2 cups sugar

3 eggs
1 tablespoon vanilla

3 cups self-rising flour
3 cups fresh (not frozen) sliced 

strawberries or peaches
 1 cup pecans, chopped and toasted

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease and flour a 10-cup Bundt pan.

2. Whisk together the oil, sugar, eggs, and vanilla. Whisk in the flour. The batter will be 
very stiff. Fold in the strawberries or peaches and pecans. 

3. Pour the batter into the prepared Bundt pan. Bake for 60 to 65 minutes, or until a 
skewer inserted comes out with just a few crumbs on it. Cool in the pan for 15 minutes 
before turning out onto a cake plate.

SERVES 16 TO 20 PEOPLE
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PUMPKIN CHEESECAKE
This cheesecake is wonderful just as it is. It is also good with caramel sauce drizzled over it or a dollop of 

bourbon whipped cream. Don’t forget the freshly ground nutmeg!

CRUST
1 bag gingersnap cookies

¼ cup dark brown sugar
½ cup unsalted butter, melted

FILLING
3 (8-ounce) packages cream cheese

1 (15-ounce) can 100% pure pumpkin
1 cup granulated sugar

¼ cup dark brown sugar
¼ cup unbleached all-purpose flour

Pinch of salt
4 eggs

½ cup heavy whipping cream
1 tablespoon pure vanilla extract

1. Put the crust ingredients into a food processor. Pulse until the cookies begin to 
break into pieces. Continue processing until the mixture is coarse, like cornmeal. Press 
the cookie mixture into the bottom of a greased 10-inch springform pan. 

2. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

3. In the mixing bowl of an electric stand mixer fitted with a paddle, beat the cream 
cheese until smooth. Add the pumpkin, and continue beating until combined. Add 
the sugars, flour, and salt. Mix well. Add the eggs. Blend. Scrape down the sides and 
around the bottom of the bowl. Continue beating about 2 minutes, until smooth.

4. Add the whipping cream and vanilla. Blend on low speed. Scrape down the sides and 
around the bottom of the bowl. Continue beating about 1 minute, until smooth.

5. Pour the filling onto the crust in a prepared 10-inch springform pan. Shake the pan 
back and forth to spread the filling evenly. Bake 1½ hours. Cool completely. For best 
results, refrigerate overnight before removing the springform side of the pan.

SERVES 10 TO 12 PEOPLE
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»
Can you introduce yourself?
My name is Jeff Ross. I grew up in Knoxville, 
Tennessee, about thirty minutes from 
Blackberry Farm, which is a luxury resort in 
the hills of the Smoky Mountains. I’ve been 
the garden manager there for over ten years.  

Did you know John Coykendall,  
the master gardener, prior to working 
at Blackberry Farm?
John and I have known each other for 
twenty years. We worked at a company that 
did high-end garden design, landscaping, 
and gardening. The company changed hands, 
and ultimately went under, so we stepped 
off the sinking ship onto one that was firmly 
afloat, starting full-time at Blackberry Farm 
in 2005. 

How would you describe your working 
relationship with John?
He’s my mentor and best friend. We are 
also two parts of a comedy troupe. John’s 
seventy-four this year, and I’m forty-five. 
When we’re together, we never realize how 
old we are; we feel like we’re the same 
age. Sometimes we feel like old men, and 
sometimes we feel like young kids.

Can you explain seed saving?
Seed saving is essentially growing a crop, 
eating all you can, canning most of the 
rest, and always saving a handful —or a few 
pounds—of seed for next year’s plants. A 
farmer once said, “No matter how bad it gets 
in the wintertime, you never eat up your  
seed corn.”

How do you trace which crops were 
grown in this region?
Every year, it seems like there are more 
information books on seeds. There is also 
anecdotal knowledge, oral tradition, and 
plenty of written knowledge. Most of the old 
southern crops that we grow, such as the 
heirloom beans, peas, and okra, have been 
untouched by hybrids. Because they remain 
untouched, the story that’s attached to the 
seeds lives on. 

How has history been incorporated as a 
result of you joining the staff?
We’re all a part of it. I was a history major 
in college, so I’m interested in the history of 
everything I see. Food and plants are just 
two completely visceral things to attach 
history to; when I hold a black-eyed pea in 
my hand, I know that it was eaten in Gambia, 
Senegal, a thousand or more years ago, and 
that their descendants are still eating the 
same peas. John is interested in history too, 
because he’s lived through it; as a child, he 
spoke to Civil War veterans, so he has a link 
to the 1800s physically. I think food tastes 
better when there’s a meaning behind it.

Where do you get the seeds?
A majority of the seeds were given to us by 
the people we’ve met. We’ve been to seed 
swaps and exchanges, and people have 
mailed us seeds. John has been a member 
of the Seed Savers Exchange of Iowa for a 
couple of decades now. An exchange works 
by way of an offer—if I have one hundred 
varieties of different seeds that I can offer to 
other members, I’ll send ten to twelve seeds 
to someone, and they’ll send seeds back. You 
plant those seeds, and if grown correctly, 
they will grow into many, many handfuls. 
You could have a single bean seed left in the 
world, and bring it back from the brink of 
extinction with that one seed. 

These vegetables just kept reproducing 
from one seed, a long time ago?
Exactly, and there are steps that we take 
(along with other seed savers) to prevent 
seeds from cross-hybridizing. Typically, in 
nature they’ll remain pure. In the Yucatan 
in Mexico, the tiny tomatoes have a ton of 
seeds, so they’re propagating themselves 
over and over again, but they’re not 
hybridizing. Plants like corn and wheat need 
special care to keep from cross-hybridizing.

Is that because the wind blows and 
carries seeds across the land?
Exactly! They are wind pollinated, whereas 
beans and peas are pollinated inside the 

photography blackberry farm
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flower. We’ll grow one variety of corn 
because we don’t want it crossing with 
another variety, but we’re able to grow 
twenty varieties of beans or fifty varieties of 
tomatoes and still maintain that purity. 

How long can seeds exist in a freezer?
Most seeds can last indefinitely; in fact, the 
largest seed bank in the world is in Svalbard, 
Norway, beyond the Arctic Circle. Crates of 
seeds are sent there from all over the world 
for safe and long-term storage in a steel 
compound some five hundred feet into a 
mountain. It’s designed to withstand global 
disasters, insuring the world’s food supply 
for future generations. Some of the varieties 
that Blackberry Farm has are the same 
varieties in that freezer. There are some 
exceptions, such as onions, carrots, and 
lettuce. I grew a cantaloupe from a seed that 
hadn’t been grown since 1987, and it had 100 
percent germination. If money were like that, 
we’d be in great shape.

Have you sent any seeds to Svalbard 
Global Seed Vault? 
We haven’t directly sent anything there, but 
the Seed Savers Exchange has, so we like to 
think that some of our seeds are there just 
from our sharing with the SSE.

What made you fall in love  
with history?
I really became fascinated by history in 
high school, and after college, I wanted to 
teach high school history. I went to school 
and began working at a gardening nursery 
during the summers, where I discovered that 
although history is great, I love plants. Once 
I started working at the nursery, suddenly 
all of my history papers had something to do 
with plants. 

What inspired your interest in 
gardening and working in a nursery?
My grandmother was a big gardener and 
a great cook—she really inspired that 
link between growing and eating. In the 
summertime, on hot days when everyone 
else wanted to be at the swimming pool, I’d 
be picking beans and tomatoes. On Sundays, 
my grandmother would always have a big 
meal for the whole family. Before walking 
into her kitchen, I’d hear the lid rattling on 
the top of a big pot, full of collard greens 
simmering on the stove. I looked forward to 
her collard greens every Sunday.

What are some personality traits that 
make you especially well-suited to 
being the garden manager? 
I think tolerance is tremendous because 
whether you’re growing things naturally 
or organically, you have to show a certain 
tolerance. If you worked for weeks to get 
everything tied up, fed, and weeded, and 
then a big storm came and knocked it all 
down, you wouldn’t throw your hands up; 
you’d say, ‘That happens,’ and start all over 
again. It’s also my love for teaching; here 
at Blackberry, we have guests who have 
not experienced walking through a garden 

with the bugs, heat, humidity, plants, and 
history that is dripping from the plants. I 
think people have had epiphanies in the 
garden by tasting things they’ve never liked 
before. When you taste it in its habitat—that 
tomato juice that drips down your arm and 
is warm with the heat of the summer—
there’s nothing better. I think the trade is 
just a willingness to share what I’ve learned. 
It’s like a seed; if you have that one bean 
seed left, but put it in your pocket and never 
grow it, it might as well be extinct. It’s just 
like information; if you know something and 
don’t share it, it might as well not exist. 

How much interaction do you have 
with visitors?
At least 50 percent of my day is spent with 
guests in one way or another. The people 
who visit have really bought into the farm-
to-table experience. It’s become such a 
popular destination. Not only can guests 
participate in gardening, but there’s also 
a group of people (myself included) on the 
property called artisans—our jam maker, 
cheese maker, and butcher—who conduct 
cooking classes. We pick vegetables, take 
them into the kitchen, cook them, and serve 
a meal.

How closely do you work with the chefs 
there, in terms of what you’re growing?
We’re in contact all the time; I’m in the 
kitchen sometimes as much as I’m in the 
garden. Our chefs and culinary staff come to 
the garden, and we talk about what they’d 
like to see. They talk about what quantities 
they’d like to have, and I introduce them 
to some specific varieties. The chefs are 
going to do magic with whatever we bring, 
but we’re going to try and bring the most 
interesting things from the garden. I think 
that’s what kind of sets us apart. We’re not 
doing anything new—in fact, we’re doing 
everything old.

What is your favorite dish to cook?
It’s probably a little trite, but I love salads. 
I don’t know how a salad ended up being 
iceberg lettuce with the ranch hose turned 
on it; that’s what a salad is not. It can be 
anything. In the winter, you’ve got root 
crops, so you can make carrot, radish, 
and fennel salads. In the summer, it’s too 
hot for lettuce, arugula, and all those nice 
greens, so we make a salad of nothing but 
edible flowers, such as day lilies, wisteria, 
paulownias, and herbs; that’s a salad. I think 
salads are more adaptable than any  
other thing. 

Do the chefs ever ask for your opinion?
Our executive chef is a big gardener himself, 
and I’m a wannabe chef, so we really geek 
out on food and plants constantly. 

What is your favorite dish made at 
the resort?
My favorite dish is the chef’s chicken  
and dumplings. 

My grandmother was a big gardener and a great cook—she 
really inspired that link between growing and eating. 

“
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Do you cater to special diets at 
the resort?
Absolutely. It has been a welcome challenge 
to meet different dietary needs. In fact, we’ll 
meet and exceed any needs or preferences. 
That challenge excites us because we can do 
traditional southern foods without gluten. 
The traditional bread of the South has no 
gluten—it’s cornbread, and there’s a lot 
you can do with cornbread and alternative 
grains. Our goal is to take certain ingredients 
out of a recipe, yet keep the basic premise of 
the dish, and still make it taste delicious.

Have you seen more food allergies and 
special diets in recent years?
Definitely. When the kitchen staff does 
their line up each night before service, 
they’ll go over every guest’s dietary needs, 
preferences, or allergies, and they’re all met; 
there’s always a vegetarian option and a 
gluten-free option. In fact, sometimes there 
isn’t a gluten option. The bread that comes 
out in the evening for everyone might be 
gluten-free bread. We make a quinoa bread  
that’s delicious. 

Have you become very conscious of 
food and nutrition?
Yes. We have about 5,000 acres on the 

property, and the garden only makes up 
four of those, but on the other 4,000-plus 
acres, there’s food everywhere. The nutrition 
from those plants fascinates me, and I’ve 
been reading a lot about that. Our guests 
are more health-conscious than ever before, 
so it’s spurred me to learn more about 
phytonutrients and amino acids in plants.

What is your favorite season on 
the farm?
I love the fall; summer is long and hard 
because it’s very hot and very humid. 
We’ll get weather in the nineties with 100 
percent humidity, so fall is a very welcome 
season. I call it a second spring because we 
plant crops in the spring, grow them in the 
summer, and when fall rolls around, plant 
them all over again.

Does the hot weather make it difficult 
to maintain crops in the summer?
The interesting thing is the way the crops 
grow. Imagine the weather in Thailand, 
southern Mexico, and the west coast of 
Africa. It is super hot there most of the year, 
but in the summer, it’s like that here, so we 
just grow those types of crops—I like to say 
that we’re Ireland in the winter and Africa in 
the summer. 

How much interaction do you have with 
the owner, Sam Beall?
He’s very hands-on; he meets with the 
artisans and the chefs very often, and you’ll 
see him in the garden a lot. He lives on the 
property, so the gardens are sort of in his 
backyard. He’ll get out in the morning and 
do some picking for his family, and I’ll give 
him a clue as to what’s in the garden. He 
understands that the heart of this farm is 
the garden; that’s why he put his house right 
next to it. He’s also a trained chef—everyone 
around here knows how to cook!

Do you see yourself being challenged 
enough to stay here for a long time?
Definitely. I learn something from our staff 
and guests every single day, and that will 
frame what I want to do for the next season. 
Gardeners are never happy with the current 
season; they’re always looking toward the 
next. As soon as spring starts, I’m ready 
for the hot weather. By always thinking a 
season ahead, it keeps you excited; you plan 
a lot of the same things, but there’s always 
something new to try. In our archives, we 
probably have one hundred varieties of 
beans, but we’re not going to grow one 
hundred varieties of beans a year. It would 
probably take the rest of my life to grow all 
those varieties, and who knows how many 

I’m going to collect on top of that in the next 
twenty to thirty years.

What do you do in your free time? 
I do a lot of reading about history, especially 
food history. I’m definitely a nerd with that.

Do you have a gardening inspiration? 
Who do you admire as a chef?
I think my biggest gardening inspiration is 
my colleague, John. Thomas Jefferson is a 
big inspiration for me as well. As far as chefs 
go, I am an admirer of Frank Stitt, a talented 
chef in Birmingham, Alabama. He’s become 
a friend of mine, and he’s an incredible 
inspiration for Southern food and cooking 
from southern farms.

What is your life outside of the 
farm like?
I have a wife, Rachel, and a Shepherd-Husky 
mix named Juniper. The three of us spend a 
lot of time outdoors.

Do you think if you were lost in the 
wilderness, you could survive?
I hope so—if I were lost here, I could. I don’t 
know about other places, but if I were lost in 
the Tennessee mountains, as long as I didn’t 
freeze, I think I could live for a little while.
For more info, visit blackberryfarm.com

AT LEAST 50 
PERCENT OF MY 

DAY IS SPENT WITH 
GUESTS IN ONE 

WAY OR ANOTHER. 
THE PEOPLE WHO 

VISIT HAVE REALLY 
BOUGHT INTO THE 
FARM-TO-TABLE 

EXPERIENCE. 
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Have you always wanted to 
become a designer?
Yes. I was creative, loved art, and grew up 
in a home where I would find my mother 
moving furniture, hanging and rehanging 
art, and even painting the stair rail. I think it 
was a natural path for me to take. It became 
official when I was as an eighteen-year-old 
freshman in college declaring a major.

What inspires you?
Anything and everything! Inspiration for 
me can be as obvious as travel and as 
subtle as a muted tone in a fallen leaf. It 
is everywhere. But when I need to feel 
inspired, I turn off my devices and look to 
nature, fresh air, and books and magazines, 
which are too often neglected these days.

In addition to your interior 
design degree, how has your 
degree in art history influenced 
your work? 
Art is an important part of any design, so my 
degree in art history has definitely affected 
my work. It has helped me to understand 
different styles, eras, and influences of 
artwork, but it has also helped to influence 
my projects as a whole. Interior design isn’t 
just about selecting objects—it is about a 
complete environment. The more educated 
you are in all elements of interior design (art, 
lighting, textiles, etc.), the more successful 
your designs will be.

photography jenifer mcneil baker
text jessica mcintyre

jessica
M C I N T Y R E
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How would you describe your 
style of design?
Personal. Our team’s main focus in working 
with any client is to design surroundings 
that reflect their own personal style. And if 
they don’t have a clear idea of what that is, 
we help them find it—whether it is modern, 
traditional, industrial, eclectic, rustic, etc. 
My own personal style is more eclectic 
than anything—chinoiserie, brass, lacquer, 
textures, geometric patterns, antiques, 
and classic modern elements. It’s really all 
about collecting meaningful pieces that have 
staying power.

Do you have a preference for the 
type of space you work with?
If we could have any control over the type of 
spaces we work with, that would take a lot 
of the challenge out of what we do! Some of 
the most satisfying projects are the toughest 
ones that start out as a series of difficult 
problems to solve.

How do you communicate with 
clients and connect with their 
lifestyles and personalities?
I try to be accessible and relatable. It is a 
priority for our clients to feel comfortable 
telling us they don’t like something. Good 
communication is a key element in a 
successful project, so we don’t want clients 
to ever feel like they can’t be honest in 
their feedback.

What is your favorite aspect of 
the design process?
The final product! Nothing is quite as 
satisfying as getting through the design pro-
cess (and the hiccups that come with every 
project!) and seeing the final design 
implemented. It is a wonderful feeling  
of accomplishment.

Describe the concept of 
lighting design:
Lighting design is more in-depth and 
complicated than most people realize, 

ART IS AN IMPORTANT PART OF 
ANY DESIGN, SO MY DEGREE IN 
ART HISTORY HAS DEFINITELY 
AFFECTED MY WORK. IT HAS 
HELPED ME TO UNDERSTAND 

DIFFERENT STYLES, ERAS, AND 
INFLUENCES OF ARTWORK. 
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and has more to do with architecture and 
interior design than the actual decor of a 
project. My education and experience in 
architectural lighting have taught me that 
great lighting is hardly noticed—that is what 
makes it a successful design. The simplest 
description of lighting design is to create 
layers of light in an environment that focus 
on architectural elements, artwork, and 
design features of the project—not to merely 
light the ground from the ceiling.

What were the clients of this  
Dallas high-rise looking for?
They were a young couple looking to 
upgrade the interior design of their home 
while combining each of their styles. He is 
attracted to masculine, industrial interiors, 
and she is drawn to more feminine, 
glamorous styles. We worked to mesh their 
styles in a seamless way, creating modern 
surroundings for them to share and  
enjoy equally.

Tell us about how you utilized 
light in this residence:
There was so much natural light available 
through the floor-to-ceiling windows that 
all our lighting design was decorative. We 
added pendants and lamps that were in 
some cases glamorous, and in other cases 
more industrial, while still being chic.

Once you selected a direction  
for the design, how did you pull 
it together?
Once we met with the clients and got to 
know their personalities and design goals, 
the rest of the work went smoothly. I was 
immediately drawn to clean lines and 
texture, so we pulled together furniture 
pieces, lighting images, and textures in wall 
coverings and fabrics and worked from 
there. The clients were onboard, and after a 
few revisions, the design was complete.

What were some of the  
inspirations behind the design 
of this residence?
Clean lines, texture, and a modern lifestyle. 
They love to entertain, and the main living 
area is all open, so that led to a chic and 
luxurious feel for the space. They wanted an 
intimate feel in the master bedroom, so that 
led to a rich wall color and a floor-to-ceiling 
wall mural to create a wow factor.

Tell us about your team and how 
you all interact with each other 
during a project:
We have a wonderful team at Jessica 
McIntyre Interiors. Besides myself, there 
are two other interior designers, and an 
office manager, who coordinates purchasing 
and installations. Every project is a team 

He was attracted to masculine, industrial interiors, and she was drawn to more femi-
nine, glamorous styles. We worked to mesh their styles in a seamless way, creating 
modern surroundings for them to share and enjoy equally.

“
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effort, and we all work together very well. 
It is important to respect your coworkers’ 
ideas, no matter how different they may 
be from what you envision. It makes for a 
better design every time, and it is the most 
important philosophy in our business.

Do you have a signature piece 
you often include in your work?
When I started my own company, I quickly 
realized there was one little accessory I 
wanted on every project: it is a beautiful, 
antique Chinese Hunan jar. I became 
obsessed with the turquoise color, the 
imperfect details, and the fact that it looks 
great alone or filled with flowers. There is a 
place for one on every job! 

How do you continue to 
challenge yourself as an 
interior designer?
I never say no! We take on a lot of clients 
and have a very busy company. With two 
small children at home, my biggest challenge 
is getting enough caffeine.

Describe your favorite piece 
of furniture:
The Eero Saarinen Tulip Table. It is an 
ultimate classic. The lines are elegant, the 
pedestal base is so functional, and the 
durability is out of this world.

If you had to choose only one 
color to use in a room, which 
color would you use?
Benjamin Moore White Dove. It is a true 
white that is clean and refreshing, but also 
has warmth. It looks great on walls, trim,  
and cabinetry.

Tell us about your life outside of 
interior design:
My life outside of interior design is all about 
family. My husband and I have two young 
sons. We are completely in love with and 
consumed by them!
For more info, visit jessicamcintyreinteriors.com

IT IS IMPORTANT 
TO RESPECT YOUR 

COWORKERS’ IDEAS, 
NO MATTER HOW 

DIFFERENT THEY MAY BE 
FROM WHAT YOU HAD 

ENVISIONED. IT MAKES 
FOR A BETTER DESIGN 
EVERY TIME, AND IT IS 
THE MOST IMPORTANT 
PHILOSOPHY IN OUR 

BUSINESS.
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Mark Twain said, “The report of my death 
was an exaggeration.” He, of course, wasn’t 
talking about independent bookstores, but 
he might as well have been. In the 1930s, 
paperbacks were to be the death knell for 
independent booksellers. In the 1980s, 
Waldenbooks had a store in every state; 
along with B. Dalton entering shopping 
malls, they were to be the death knell for 
independent booksellers. In the 1990s, 
the big-box retailers, Borders and Barnes 
& Noble, came into cities like literary 
Godzillas—they were to be the death knell 
for independent booksellers. A small start-
up internet company started in Seattle; 
it was called Amazon. A behemoth, it was 
to be the death knell for independent 
booksellers. In the 2000s, e-books became 
a thing; technology was to be the death 
knell. The struggling economy was to be 
the death knell. And yet, however hard 
those bells have been ringing—and they’ve 
rung very hard, indeed—independent 

THE COMEBACK OF 
I N D E P E N D E N T
B O O K S T O R E S

and focusing on things that made it great to 
begin with—giving people books they want 
or giving them books and experiences they 
didn’t know they wanted until they walked 
through the door. “I think I’ve read every 
good book,” Aaron says, cheerfully. “And 
then I read another one.”

Miriam Sontz, CEO of the celebrated 
Powell’s Books in Portland, Oregon, agrees. 
“Have you ever heard a clerk at the grocery 
store say that you had to buy a certain 
ketchup; it would change your life? Well, 
that happens daily at this bookstore when 
we place a book in people’s hands.” Sontz, 
who has been with Powell’s going on thirty 
years, loves how her bookstore brings a 
human touch to consumer interaction, 
how common experience benefits all, how 
discovery can enrich lives. “You can find, 
serendipitously, a world beyond your initial 
grasp. Isn’t that the fun part of life?”

photography as noted
text jonathan shipley

booksellers have survived. In fact, in the 
past few years, independent booksellers 
have been making a comeback. Mark Twain 
would undoubtedly be pleased to see these 
phoenixes rising from the ashes.

“Bookshops add a tone not offered by other 
things,” says Larry McMurtry, Pulitzer-Prize 
winning novelist and owner of Booked Up, 
a bookstore in Archer City, Texas. “They 
offer an infinity of knowledge, emotion, 
cultures, and language.” A good thing for 
any community.

In the land of Amazon (Seattle, Washington) 
sits Elliott Bay Book Company, owned 
by Peter Aaron. It almost died; big-box 
retailers clobbered them in the 1990s. 
Their downtown location, though historic, 
wasn’t ideal, with transients and crime. 
Amazon stepped in, offering lower prices 
and fast shipping. The store moved to 
trendy Capitol Hill, losing its used books 

YOU CAN FIND, 
SERENDIPITOUSLY, 
A WORLD BEYOND 

YOUR INITIAL GRASP. 
ISN’T THAT THE FUN 

PART OF LIFE?

In the past few years, independent booksellers have come back. Mark Twain would 
undoubtedly be pleased to see these phoenixes rise from the ashes.

“
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I  THINK 
BOOKSTORES 

THRIVE BECAUSE 
OF PASSION

Larry McMurtry’s life began in a bookless 
place, in a bookless town. Fortunately for 
him, books have been an important part of 
his life for over seventy years now. Entering 
a bookstore is like an Easter egg hunt: 
“Every day, one might find a prize egg. That 
is, maybe, you’ll find a great book.” In fifty 
years, he says he’s found two: Newton’s 
Principia and Goya’s The Disasters of War. 
Independent booksellers help customers 
find prize eggs. Algorithms can’t do that. 
Cheap prices can’t do that. People do that.

It hasn’t been easy. The struggle continues. 
Independent bookstores have been beaten 
down pretty bad. Between 2000 and 
2007, some 1,000 independent bookstores 
closed nationwide. Borders went from 
21 stores in 1992 to 256 superstores in 
1999. Barnes & Noble had even greater 
growth. Amazon had even better growth 
than that, and they’re still growing. Add 
Costco, Target, WalMart, Books-a-Million, 
and technology to the mix. Independent 
bookstores have been getting hammered by 
the dark economic weather. “Everyone talks 
about the weather, but no one ever does 
anything about it,” Mark Twain once said. 
He clearly wasn’t talking to an independent 
bookseller. They are going to do something 
about it.

People like Ann Patchett, the PEN/Faulkner 
Award-winning novelist for Bel Canto, 

loves books and bookstores so much, she 
opened up her own shop, Parnassus Books, 
in Nashville, Tennessee. “I think bookstores 
thrive because of passion—passion of the 
customers, who know they could save a few 
dollars ordering a book online but choose 
instead the community of a bookstore; 
the passion of the people who got into the 
business because they want to see brick-
and-mortar stores survive; and the passion 
of booksellers, who are smart, kind people 
who want to live their lives around books.” 
These lives are growing stronger by the 
day. According to the American Booksellers 
Association, the number of independent 
bookstores has increased 20 percent since 
the depths of the recession. In 2009, there 
were 1,651 independent bookstores in the 
United States. By 2014, that number had 
risen to 2,094.

And the independent bookstore stalwarts 
are still standing tall. Prairie Lights in 
Iowa City, Iowa, is one example. “No one 
goes into this business to make money,” 
co-owner Jan Weissmiller notes. “We do 
it for the rich life it provides.” Like New 
York City’s Strand Books, for example. “The 
future of bookselling,” says Strand’s Brianne 
Sperber, “is about expanding community.”

A popular refrain from booksellers: 
community. After Seattle’s Nisqually 
Earthquake, Elliott Bay Book Company 

stayed open. “It was a place of refuge,” 
Aaron says. “People were comforted here.” 
After the attacks on 9/11, Prairie Lights 
stayed open. “The bookstore,” Weissmiller 
says, “is a congregating place on both 
joyous and solemn occasions.” It’s a “third 
place” for people—not home, not work, but 
a place to congregate and discuss the issues 
of the day, commiserate, laugh, share a love 
of knowledge, of books.

With e-book sales flattening, book buyers 
are eager to read both print and digital (64 
percent of all book buyers, according to the 
Codex Group’s recent study). Add to that 
the burgeoning locavore movement, and 
independent booksellers aren’t dying any 
time soon—or ever.

“What our customers find is culture,” Larry 
McMurtry says. “It’s a rewarding culture. 
It brings the riches of the keenest minds 
to the present.” Perhaps someone will 
walk into Powell’s, or Parnassus, or the 
Strand, as you’re reading this and discover 
an Easter egg. Maybe it’ll be something 
written by Mark Twain.
For more info, visit bookedupac.com, elliottbaybook.com, 
powells.com,, parnassusbooks.net, prairielights.com, and 
strandbooks.com  
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Some common associations with Texas 
are sprawling deserts and small dusty 
towns, with tumbleweeds rolling and cacti 
scattered in the background. However, 
deserts actually only make up about 10 
percent of the state’s diverse landscape, 
and Texas boasts a multitude of cities, 
each with its own distinctive culture. The 
broad array of attractions and experiences 
found in these areas means any traveler 
visiting the Lone Star State is sure to find 
something to love. Rather than spending 
the night in a chain hotel, why not 
experience the colors and moods of this 
southern playground through its hospitality 
and lodging options. 

For travelers seeking some peace and quiet, 
Central Texas hill country offers a retreat 
from the chaotic stress of city life. The 
gentle slopes of the green hills surrounding 
this area offer opportunities for visitors 
to reconnect with nature and see a part of 
Texas not usually advertised. 

For horse lovers, the Inn at Dos Brisas is 
an ideal setting for a Texan getaway. This 
ranch resort covers 313 acres in the eastern 
foothills, and boasts a state-of-the-art 
equestrian center where guests can take 
riding lessons or go for a trail ride. 

Designed with Spanish manor architecture, 
the inn offers nine private accommodations, 
keeping with the historic tradition of 
haciendas and casitas. A hacienda is a 
large estate, and a casita is a small house, 
allowing the guest to choose between a 
spacious residence or more cozy quarters. 
Each of these options features all of the 
facilities any functioning home would have, 

TO STAY
IN TEXAS

S I X  WAY S

such as a kitchen and dining area. This 
component allows visitors the opportunity 
to be as secluded or as involved as they 
wish. For those looking for a more active 
experience, the Inn at Dos Brisas offers 
activities such as fishing, cycling, clay target 
shooting, and, of course, horseback riding. 
End the day with a delicious farm-to-table 
meal from the resort’s working farm. 

FOR HORSE LOVERS, THE INN AT DOS BRISAS IS 
AN IDEAL SETTING FOR A TEXAN GETAWAY.

dos brisas
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Just an hour west of the inn is The Prairie 
by Rachel Ashwell, a quaint bed and 
breakfast in the Texas countryside. Right 
outside of the town of Round Top, this 
sprawling property covers forty-six acres 
and offers six private buildings, ranging 
from refurbished barns to retro cottages. 

The town of Round Top, while small, is well 
known for its antique shows. The majority 
of the furnishings in The Prairie were culled 
from these fairs, lending authentic vintage 
charm to the accommodations in this 
tranquil slice of hill country. 

The town of Round Top, 
while small, is well known 
for its antique shows.

“
 the prairie 

© Amy Neunsinger
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The hotel has fourteen rooms, offering 
everything from suites to poolside 
bungalows. No two spaces are alike, as 
furniture varies from local antiques to pop 
modern pieces, resulting in an eclectic but 
harmonious vibe. Included in every room 
is a turntable to play vinyl available in the 
hotel library, which also offers an array 
of books and films about poets, writers, 
and musicians. Grab a book, and lounge 
in the sunshine around the perimeter of 
the swimming pool. Or simply enjoy the 
peaceful privacy the spacious wooded area 
offers, just minutes away from the bustling 
streets of Austin.

For a vacation all about exploring a new 
city, head two hours north to the quirky and 
booming city of Austin, the state capital. 
Filled with a mix of politicians, students, 
hippies, and musicians, this rollicking 
town offers a niche for both residents and 
tourists alike. The official slogan of the city 
is “The Live Music Capital of the World,” and 
Austin indeed holds the record for more 
music venues per capita than any other US 
city. The importance of music can be seen 
in the atmosphere of Hotel Saint Cecilia, 
an artfully designed hotel with a different 
vibe from the usual lodging options. Pulling 
inspiration from the rock ’n’ roll revolution 
of the late ’60s and early ’70s, the hotel 
harnesses the spirit of revolutionary 
artists, and combines it with the old 
world ambience gathered from the  
Victorian building. 

If the rock ’n’ roll period isn’t your scene, 
just around the corner is Hotel San José, 
an urban bungalow-style hotel with a 
fascinating history. The original building 
was constructed as an ultra-modern 
motor court that became a hot spot for 
drugs, crime, and cyclical poverty for 
many decades. Current owner of the hotel 
Liz Lambert moved to Austin in 1994 and 
always imagined what could be done 
with the building if given the chance. That 
chance came when the property went 
up for sale and Lambert pounced, slowly 
transforming the low-rent residence into 
the effortlessly chic and inviting hotel it 
is today. The forty-room hotel features 
concrete floors and minimalist interiors 
furnished with locally made furniture. 

Lambert is also very interested in and 
supportive of the arts. This influence can 
be seen in some of the amenities found 
at Hotel San José. A vintage typewriter is 
available to check out for any visitor who 
gets the creative bug during their stay. 
Instant exposure cameras can also be 
rented, allowing people to document their 
visit or dabble in the art of photography. 
Not only is Hotel San José a quirky place 
to cultivate your own artistic side, but it is 
also the occasional center for local events 
promoting Austin’s art and music scene. 
Every year, alongside of the city’s famous 
South by Southwest music festival, Hotel 
San José hosts the free South by San José 
festival on the hotel grounds. The event 
began in 1998, when three bands played 
their music in the parking lot of the hotel, 
and has now grown to a five-day festival 
with attendance records in the thousands.

Not only is Hotel 
San José a quirky 
place to cultivate 
your own artistic 
side, but it is also 
the occasional 
center for local 
events promoting 
Austin’s art and 
music scene.

“No two spaces are alike, as furniture varies from 
local antiques to pop modern pieces, resulting in an 
eclectic but harmonious vibe.

“

hotel saint cecilia

hotel san josé

© Casey Dunn

© Allison V. Smith
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Hotel San José isn’t the only hotel that 
boasts its own music festival. In West 
Texas, El Cosmico hosts their annual Trans-
Peco Festival, a three-day event celebrating 
music from the western region of Texas. El 
Cosmico is located in Marfa, a small town 
with a population of under 2,000 people. 
While this location may seem like an out-
of-the-way destination for a vacation, it 
is a place that people from all over the 
world come to visit. This still-functioning 
cattle ranch town has served as a hub 
for international art ever since Donald 
Judd and other famous contemporary 
artists took a liking to the atmosphere of 
the community and settled here in the 
1970s. The juxtaposition of famous and 
abstract art with the rustic nature of 
ranching provides an interesting backdrop 
for visitors, and has been a significant 
inspiration for the design of El Cosmico. 
Marfa’s offbeat personality provides the 
perfect setting for an alternative place to 
stay, as El Cosmico takes the concept of a 
hotel to a new level.

Described as a “nomadic hotel and 
campground,” El Cosmico covers eighteen 
acres and offers liberation from the 
traditional modes of shelter. Among the 
available options is a Sioux-style tepee, 
combining a singularly American experience 
with the modern comforts of a queen 
bed and electricity. Other options include 
restored vintage trailers, yurts, and safari-
style tents.

While the physical size of Marfa may be 
small, the community aspect is huge. 
El Cosmico strives to encourage this 
camaraderie among visitors by promoting 
the idea of being present in the moment. 
Public hammock groves and seating on 
the porches outside of the individual 
shelters make it easy to enjoy the peaceful 
atmosphere of the camp, while also being 
open to a casual conversation. The open 
space encourages visitors to connect with 
the land and appreciate the lifestyle West 
Texas offers.

While El Cosmico provides an 
accommodation option centered around an 
experience, another Texan hotel chooses 
to center itself around the history of its 
setting. Located in the heart of San Antonio 
and right on the city’s iconic Riverwalk, 
Hotel Havana pulls design inspiration from 
the lush riverfront surroundings that can 
be found in the capital city of Cuba. The 
incorporation of Mediterranean Revival 
design with the influence of Spanish 
Colonial architecture helps promote the 
rich culture and heritage found in San 
Antonio, while also maintaining the beauty 
and integrity of the historic building. 
Built in 1914 by a successful local grocer, 
the hotel was originally intended as a 
residence hotel for his buyers. In the 1930s, 
it was converted into a luxury hotel, while 
changing owners numerous times. The 
building today is one of the most famous 
hotels in San Antonio, and is listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places.

Hotel Havana offers twenty-seven rooms, 
ranging from studio to penthouse size. 
The antique furniture and Cuban artwork 
give each space its own flavor. The hotel 
is a short stroll from downtown and the 
Riverwalk, a public park of sorts along the 
banks of the San Antonio River, lined with 
restaurants, hotels, and shops. 

Texas is far from a one-note place, and its 
eclectic assemblage of inns and hotels is a 
great way to take advantage of this state’s 
many personalities. Whether it’s a relaxing 
weekend in the hills of the countryside or a 
night on the town in Austin’s music scene, 
one thing is for sure—hospitality is big 
in Texas!

“
Located in the heart of San Antonio and right on the 
city’s iconic Riverwalk, Hotel Havana pulls design 
inspiration from the lush riverfront surroundings 
that can be found in the capital city of Cuba.

DESCRIBED AS A “NOMADIC HOTEL AND CAMPGROUND,” 
EL COSMICO COVERS EIGHTEEN ACRES AND OFFERS 

LIBERATION FROM THE TRADITIONAL MODES OF SHELTER.

el cosmico

hotel havana

For more info, visit dosbrisas.com, 
theprairiebyrachelashwell.com, hotelsaintcecilia.com, 
sanjosehotel.com, elcosmico.com, havanasanantonio.com

© Allison V. Smith

© Allison V. Smith
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When it comes to handwritten letters, I 
have always been of the hopeless romantic 
variety. For years now, I have held onto 
a stack of old letters sent by former 
coworkers and faraway friends, as though 
the meaning behind the words in each note 
carried a little more weight simply because 
the person put pen to paper to tell the story 
within their heart. Award-winning author 
Gina Mulligan has a similar outlook on the 
power of handwritten letters, which is why 
I felt an immediate kinship to her when we 
sat down to discuss her nonprofit, Girls 
Love Mail.

“It is such an expressive form of 
communication,” Gina describes. “Because 
they are handwritten, because they are 
emotional, we save them. Along with the 
personal message, there is that one-to-one 
connection that draws people to writing 
and receiving letters. When you sit down 
to handwrite a letter, you really have to 
pay attention to every word. You don’t 
want to make a mistake and start over. 
Handwritten letters have such a gracious 
feel that we don’t have anymore. In our age 
of text messaging and e-mailing, we have 
forgotten how powerful something that is 
handwritten can be.”

Harnessing the allure of these letters, 
Gina founded Girls Love Mail, a nonprofit 
organization that gives the gift of 
handwritten notes to newly diagnosed 
breast cancer patients. These letters 
are written by people all across the 
world—whether they be fellow breast 
cancer survivors sharing their personal 
experiences, people who’ve had loved 
ones affected by the disease passing 
along words of encouragement, or the 
empathetic masses who are paying forward 
the feel-good vibe by mailing messages 
of hope. With help from volunteers, Gina 
puts each one into a special Girls Love 
Mail envelope and bundles them for 
breast cancer centers across the nation, 

love
L E T T E R S

photography shelley rose photography
text robin ryan

HARNESSING THE ALLURE 
OF THESE LETTERS, GINA 

FOUNDED GIRLS LOVE MAIL, 
A NONPROFIT ORGANIZATION 

THAT GIVES THE GIFT OF 
HANDWRITTEN NOTES TO 

NEWLY DIAGNOSED BREAST 
CANCER PATIENTS. 
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where nurse navigators then hand out 
the individual letters to newly diagnosed 
patients. “After working for five years on 
a novel comprised entirely of letters, I felt 
connected to what I consider the lost art of 
letter writing,” recalls Gina. “However, not 
until I was diagnosed with breast cancer did 
I understand that a few words on paper are 
more than just a keepsake. A handwritten 
letter is a gift with the ultimate power  
to heal.”

The inspiration behind Girls Love Mail was 
directly triggered by the messages Gina 
received during her own battle. “Having just 
turned forty and in the throes of writing my 
novel, being told I had cancer in February 
2009 was a shock. But it wasn’t the day 
of my diagnosis that changed my life. 
The true change came a few weeks later, 
when I started receiving well wishes from 
strangers,” she remembers. “It was surreal. I 
received over 200 letters and cards, mostly 
from people I had never met before—people 
from my husband’s church, or a friend of a 
friend who had heard about my situation 
in passing. It was really very random, and 
the word spread on its own. But I feel 
like it was meant to be in some respects. 
It meant so much that people we didn’t 
know were taking the time to reach out. I 
felt like family and friends had to send me 
something, but these people I didn’t know 
didn’t have to do anything, and here they 
had taken time to write me a card. That is 
what made it so special.

“One of the things that struck me as I went 
through treatment was the fact that the 
process was so isolating. I felt really alone,” 
Gina continues. “I know 250,000 people 
get diagnosed with breast cancer each 
year, but when you are alone in the room 
for radiation, you feel very isolated. So to 
get that tangible card that says, ‘You are 
not alone. I am thinking of you,’ meant a 
tremendous amount to me. And there were 
also people who shared messages about 
their own experiences, giving me some 
guidance: ‘I have been through this. This is 
what happened.’ Both of these messages 
worked for me. I set them up on my table, 
and I read them after radiation. It was just 
such a warm experience.”

Gina wanted to pay it forward in order to 
help give other women the same support 
system, so she set out in August 2011 with 
the goal of getting handwritten cards 
and letters into the hands of every newly 
diagnosed woman with breast cancer. 
“When you are newly diagnosed, you are 
unsure of how treatment is going to be and 
what is going to happen next. You usually 
meet one-on-one with someone to discuss 
options, where you receive this big binder 
of information about treatments and other 
scary subjects,” Gina details. “Once you get 
involved in a treatment, it becomes a little 
easier to move forward. But that early 
stage is really critical. I approached local 
breast cancer centers to see about putting 
a handwritten letter in the binder, so along 
with this scary information, women would 

also receive a handwritten note saying, ‘You 
can do this. You are going to be okay.’”

With full support from her local cancer 
centers, Gina began collecting letters from 
friends and family, and by October, they 
already had collected several thousand 
letters. “My friends and I wrote letters 
early on, but a month or so into it, we 
were getting letters from people in the 
community. The concept behind Girls Love 
Mail really resonated with people, and it 
just took on a life of its own,” explains Gina, 
whose background in marketing aided 
her in setting up brochures and a website 
to help get the word out and generate 
press overage. “Since we can’t mail the 
letters directly to recipients due to patient 
confidentiality, we started working with 
breast cancer centers, who would then 
hand them out, and it took off from there. It 
sounds strange to say, but I really didn’t do 
anything amazing. It was just an idea that 
took off and filled a need for people. I think 
that is why it worked.”

And worked it did! Handwritten letters are 
now being sent to more than 115 breast 
cancer centers across the nation. The 
letters themselves range from your basic 
pen-to-paper notes on looseleaf stationery 
to a collaboration of artistic greeting cards, 
but they all share the same inspirational 
sentiment. “These recipients have just been 
diagnosed with a serious illness, so their 
state of mind isn’t your everyday state of 
mind; we are really serious in making sure 

the letters communicate a general guideline 
that everyone could find encouraging. The 
letters are beautiful. People do a wonderful 
job,” Gina adds, as she reviews every letter 
with the help of twelve volunteers, before 
sending them to the cancer centers.

With letters coming in from all over the 
world, the demographics of the writers 
run the gamut. “Last October was a great 
month since it’s National Breast Cancer 
Awareness Month,” the founder reflects. “I 
remember just opening up the mail one day, 
and seeing that we received letters from a 
sorority, a Girl Scouts troop, a classroom, 
an old-age retirement facility, and a book 
club. In that one day, we got letters from 
people in every age group! But one of the 
best bulk letter deliveries so far was from a 
group of Japanese students in Japan, who 
wrote letters for us in Spanish.”

Operating Girls Love Mail solely off of small 
grants and one corporate sponsorship, Gina 
continues to focus her attention toward 
achieving her original goal: to get a letter 
into the hands of every woman who is 
diagnosed each year in the United States. 
“After watching our numbers grow over the 
past year, it is totally doable,” assures Gina, 
as she notes that many of the Girls Love 
Mail letter writers are repeat senders. “In 
general, we encourage people to do their 
monthly self-exam, and when you don’t find 
a lump, write a note to someone who did. 
We’ve found that once people write one, 
they feel empowered and enjoy the process. 
We even have one woman who has written 
over 1,000 letters herself!”

For the recipients of these letters, 
however, it doesn’t matter how many 
letters are out there, who writes them, or 
where they originate—just reading their 
individual heartfelt message of support and 
generosity from a stranger is enough to 
turn their day around. As Peggy Konkol, a 
Girls Love Mail recipient, describes, “I was 

“
I know 250,000 people get diagnosed with breast cancer each year, but 
when you are alone in the room for radiation, you feel very isolated. So 
to get that tangible card that says, ‘You are not alone. I am thinking of 
you,’ meant a tremendous amount to me.

given my Girls Love Mail letter through the 
breast cancer support group that I attend 
at Sharp Chula Vista in California. The letter 
touched my heart in a way that was very, 
very special. The sweet words of the child 
who wrote the note reminded me of the 
struggles I faced and the realization that I 
fought, and won. Every woman or girl has 
that warrior spirit within, and we can fight.”
For more info, visit girlslovemail.com
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DearUrsula&Hans,

Historyismorethanjustthepast;it'saconduitforconnectingtothe
present.ForEmmaLoveSuddarth,aballetdancerwiththePacific
NorthwestBallet,theopportunitytoperformchoreographyby
legendarymasters,likeGeorgeBalanchine,isawayoftappingintothe
historyandsoulofdance.ThisissueofAmericanLifestylemagazine
beginsattheballetinSeattle,andrevealsthemotivationand
inspirationofsixdancers.

It'sthehistoryofthelandthatlinksTennesseenativeJeffRosstothe
soilandtotheseedshechooseseachseason.Thegardenmanagerof
BlackberryFarm,aresortintheSmokyMountains,Rossstudied
historyincollege,whilealsoworkinginaplantnursery.Theplants
becamehispassion,butRossbasesmuchofwhathegrowsonwhat
hasbeenpresentinthatregionthroughoutthegenerations.

DesignerJessicaMcIntyrealsogravitatedtohistoryincollege,witha
specificinterestinarthistory.Thiseducationprovidedherwithamore
completeunderstandingofdifferentstyleerasandinfluencesof
artwork.Shemeshesthemasculineandindustrialwiththefeminine
andglamorous,givingaDallashigh-riseasophisticatedupgrade.

Alinktohistoryisneverfar.Asalways,itisapleasuretosendyou
AmericanLifestylemagazine.Thankyouforyourcontinuedsupport
throughreferrals.

TheFocusTeam
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Dear Ursula & Hans,

History is more than just the past; it's a conduit for connecting to the
present. For Emma Love Suddarth, a ballet dancer with the Pacific
Northwest Ballet, the opportunity to perform choreography by
legendary masters, like George Balanchine, is a way of tapping into the
history and soul of dance. This issue of American Lifestyle magazine
begins at the ballet in Seattle, and reveals the motivation and
inspiration of six dancers.

It's the history of the land that links Tennessee native Jeff Ross to the
soil and to the seeds he chooses each season. The garden manager of
Blackberry Farm, a resort in the Smoky Mountains, Ross studied
history in college, while also working in a plant nursery. The plants
became his passion, but Ross bases much of what he grows on what
has been present in that region throughout the generations.

Designer Jessica McIntyre also gravitated to history in college, with a
specific interest in art history. This education provided her with a more
complete understanding of different style eras and influences of
artwork. She meshes the masculine and industrial with the feminine
and glamorous, giving a Dallas high-rise a sophisticated upgrade.

A link to history is never far. As always, it is a pleasure to send you
American Lifestyle magazine. Thank you for your continued support
through referrals.
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