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Remember grabbing your crush for the
couples’ skate? Or getting your “Dancing
Queen” on at the roller disco? As far as
nostalgia goes, roller skating rinks are the
gold standard. Almost every person of
every age in every part of the country has
fond memories of afternoons spent at the
local roller rink.

rolling with the times
photography shelley rose photography
text sara thomas

So where have these nostalgia-inspiring
roller rinks come from? Although it seems
like they’ve been around forever, their
arrival in the United States happened in the
late nineteenth century.
THE FIRST RINKS
The world’s first roller rinks popped up in
Europe during the second half of the 1800s,
and the fun soon spread across the Atlantic.
“The first American roller rink opened in
1866 at the Atlantic House in Newport,
Rhode Island,” said James Vannurden,
director and curator of the National
Museum of Roller Skating in Lincoln,
Nebraska. The only museum of its kind,
it showcases “original skates, costumes,
photographs, trophies, paintings, musical
organs, and other skating paraphernalia.”
James Plimpton, whom many call “the
father of the modern roller skate,” opened
the first US rink. Plimpton was the inventor

of the first four-wheeled (quad) roller skate,
Vannurden explained. This easier-to-use
skate made roller skating more popular
than ever.
Although people flocked to roller rinks
in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, only after World War II did they

“
Although people flocked to roller rinks in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, only after
World War II did they really take to roller skating.

really take to roller skating. “The late 1940s
through the 1950s was the most popular
time in the United States for roller skating,”
Vannurden said. “Rink numbers were up,
skater participation was up, and it was a
great social activity for teens and
young adults.”
Lynette Anacker, editor-in-chief of Roller
Skating Business Magazine and director
of communications for the Roller Skating
Association International, explained that
popular music has always played a big
role in roller skating. In the late 1940s and
1950s, teen culture and the brand-new rock
and roll had all the kids wanting to, well,
roll. In the 1970s, disco brought skating to a
whole new glitzy level.
The first skating rinks were all locally
owned, a trend that has continued, even
to the present day. “In a recent survey, 86
percent of participating rink owners noted
that they are first-generation rink owners,”
said Anacker. This has helped rinks keep
that personal, family-owned touch that has
attracted skaters for generations.
FAVORITE TRENDS
Of the various forms of roller skating and
skating music, roller disco holds a special
place in the hearts of many. This trend not
only explains why nearly every single roller
rink now has a disco ball, but it has also
changed the way people experience roller
skating overall.
Roller disco reached its peak in the 1970s
and early 1980s, inspiring such films
as Roller Boogie and Skatetown, USA,
which were both released in 1979. Both
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are slightly goofy films that highlight the

love that they’re doing something that their

importance of the roller disco culture in

favorite celebrities enjoy—especially when

relation to their era.

they know they’ve appeared in person at
their favorite rink.”

Although, as Vannurden mentioned, teens
and young adults were attracted to roller
skating in the 1940s and 1950s, the younger
crowd began to attend in greater droves
when the roller discos debuted their flashy
lights, upbeat music—and yes—disco balls.
The sun may have gone down on disco, but

You’d be hard pressed to find someone

OF THE MANY FORMS OF ROLLER SKATING AND
SKATING MUSIC, ROLLER DISCO HOLDS A SPECIAL
PLACE IN THE HEARTS OF MANY.

without memories of the roller rink. From
their early roots to their current Beyoncéendorsed resurgence, roller rinks have
played a huge part in shaping American
pop culture. “There’s just something

these features are still standard in

magical when you’re on wheels, just going

most rinks.
Lola Star, who is the owner of one of the
country’s most unique rinks, Dreamland
Roller Rink in Brooklyn, New York, is
committed to recreating the fun and
glamour of the roller disco era.
Star throws weekly skating parties that
reflect the high-energy skating fun of
the disco age. “I like to think about the
parties I throw as reintroducing a whole
generation of skaters,” she said. “I plan a
different theme with different performers
every night. The skate dance competition
is mind-blowing. We often have the older
generation competing against the
younger generation.”
8 | AMERICAN LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE

riding, being captivated by the eighties
In its heyday, roller disco was mostly

in the number of roller skating rinks,” she

Another major factor in the resurgence

music,” Star said. “There’s a big element of

popular among the younger crowd, but

said, “here at the Roller Skating Association,

of roller skating is that it is actually good

nostalgia, which transports you back into

now, Star explains, “roller skating is going

we’re seeing a considerable uptick in the

for you. Unlike many popular forms of

that dreamland of being seven years old.”

through a resurgence. It’s really amazing to

number of first-time rink owners, new rink

entertainment, with roller skating, you’re

For more info, visit rollerskating.com

be out there on the rink, being transported

openings, and rinks being reopened under

up moving around and getting a great

back into that world of nostalgia.” The

new ownership.”

workout. “Roller skating is endorsed by

nostalgia factor now pulls in the older

both the President’s Council on Physical

crowd, while the sheer kitschy fun

Both Anacker and Star were quick to point

Fitness and the American Heart Association

continues to draw in the young.

out roller skating’s recent resurgence, and

as one of the best ways to get an aerobic

of recent roller skating news will show you

cited the newfound popularity of roller

workout,” Anacker said.

music videos from the likes of Beyoncé,
Nicki Minaj, Chet Faker, Cage the Elephant,

PRESENT DAY

derby as a factor. Roller derby hit its peak

So where are roller rinks headed now? You

in the late 1940s and early 1950s, but in

And just as with those early Victorian

etc., to random appearances of celebrities

may have heard some sad stories about

recent years, it has come roaring back,

skating rinks, where skaters rolled to the

such as Ryan Gosling, Justin Bieber, Katy

their decline, but, Anacker says, those tales

especially popular among women. However,

calliope, and with those upbeat roller

Perry, and more,” said Anacker. “Reports

are pretty exaggerated. “While you’ll see

Star said, “It’s the roller derby guys who

discos, popular music is a major part of the

from these rinks show a huge surge in

news articles claiming that there’s a decline

have the hottest skate dance moves!”

roller skating culture today. “A quick search

attendance after their appearances—kids
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Ham and Gruyère Croque Madame
In signature French fashion, this otherwise humble sandwich is drenched in a decadent, cheesy sauce, and
then broiled in the oven until bubbling and golden. A fried egg on top is the crowning glory. Balance out
the richness with a side of lightly dressed leafy greens, such as frisée.

4 tablespoons unsalted butter
2 tablespoons all-purpose flour
1 cup whole milk
1 cup shredded Gruyère cheese
5 teaspoons dijon mustard
Kosher salt and freshly ground pepper
4 large eggs
8 slices good-quality, firm white sandwich bread
1/2 pound Black Forest ham, thinly sliced

1. In a small saucepan, melt 2 tablespoons of the butter over medium-low heat.
Whisk in the flour until smooth. Let bubble without browning, whisking frequently,
for 1 minute. Gradually whisk in the warm milk, raise the heat to medium, and bring
to a gentle boil, whisking frequently. Reduce the heat to medium-low, and simmer,
whisking frequently, until thickened, about 5 minutes. Remove from the heat. Stir
in 3/4 cup of the cheese and 1 teaspoon of the mustard. Season with salt and pepper.
Transfer to a bowl, placing a piece of plastic wrap directly onto the surface of the
sauce, and let cool.
2. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with parchment paper.
Arrange the bread slices in a single layer, and bake, turning once, until toasted on
both sides, about 10 minutes. Remove from the oven, and set aside.
3. In a large frying pan, melt the remaining 2 tablespoons butter over medium heat.
Crack the eggs into the pan. Season with salt and pepper, cover, reduce the heat to
medium-low, and cook until the whites are set, about 2 minutes for sunny-side-up
eggs. Or carefully flip the eggs, and cook to the desired doneness.
4. Preheat the broiler. Spread 4 bread slices with the remaining 4 teaspoons
of mustard.

ALL ABOUT COMFORT FOOD

5. Add an equal amount of the sliced ham and 1 tablespoon of the sauce to each slice.
Top with the remaining bread slices. Return the sandwiches to the prepared baking
sheet. Spread the remaining sauce over the tops of the sandwiches, and sprinkle
each with 1 tablespoon of the remaining cheese. Broil until the cheese is melted and
golden, about 2 minutes. Transfer to individual plates, top each with a fried egg, and
serve at once.
MAKES 4 SERVINGS

photography peden + munk
text rick rodgers

Recipes reprinted from Comfort Food: Recipes for Classic Dishes and More. Copyright © 2014 by Rick Rodgers. Photos by Peden + Munk. Published by Weldon Owen.
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Eggplant Parmesan
Tender eggplant under a cloak of garlicky tomato sauce and melted cheese: who doesn’t love eggplant
parmesan? Even picky eaters who think they don’t like eggplant like this dish. In this simplified version, the
breaded eggplant is “oven-fried” instead of pan-fried, which means less oil and less mess, but no less flavor.

2 small eggplants (about 3/4 pound each)
Kosher salt
1/4 cup extra-virgin olive oil
3 large eggs
2 tablespoons of whole milk
1 cup all-purpose flour
1 teaspoon dried oregano
1/2 teaspoon freshly ground pepper
2 cups fine, dried bread crumbs
3/4 cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese
3 cups marinara sauce
1 pound fresh mozzarella cheese, sliced

1. Thinly slice the eggplants crosswise diagonally. Place a large wire rack on a rimmed
baking sheet. Sprinkle both sides of each eggplant slice with salt. Set the slices on the
rack, and let stand for about 30 minutes. Wipe the slices with paper towels to blot the
moisture and remove excess salt.
2. Preheat the oven to 425°F. Drizzle a large rimmed baking sheet with the oil. In
a shallow bowl, whisk together the eggs and milk. In a second shallow bowl, stir
together the flour, oregano, and pepper. In a third shallow bowl, combine the bread
crumbs and 1/4 cup of the parmesan. One at a time, coat the eggplant slices with the
flour mixture, shaking off the excess, and then dip into the egg mixture, coating evenly
and allowing the excess to drip off. Finally, dip into the bread crumb mixture, patting
gently to help it adhere. Transfer to the prepared baking sheet. Bake for 15 minutes.
Turn the eggplant slices over, and continue to bake until golden brown, about 15
minutes more. Let cool until easy to handle, 5–10 minutes. Leave the oven on.
3. Lightly oil a 9-by-13-inch baking dish. Spread 1 cup of the marinara sauce in the
bottom of the prepared dish. Layer half of the eggplant slices, overlapping them to fit
on top of the sauce, and then spoon 1 cup of the sauce evenly over the slices.
4. Top with half of the mozzarella, and sprinkle with 1/4 cup of the parmesan. Repeat
with the remaining eggplant, marinara sauce, mozzarella, and parmesan. Bake until
the cheese is melted and the sauce is bubbling, about 30 minutes. Let stand for 10
minutes, and then serve hot.
MAKES 4–6 SERVINGS
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Broccoli and Cheddar Soup
Dipping into a steaming bowl of cream of vegetable soup is the culinary equivalent of wrapping yourself in
a warm blanket. A purée of vegetables with a finish of melted cheddar gives this soup its smoothness. The
cornstarch coating for the cheese helps it to melt smoothly, so don’t leave it out.

2 tablespoons vegetable oil
2 tablespoons unsalted butter
1 leek, white and pale green part only, chopped
1 carrot, chopped
1 celery rib, chopped
1 clove garlic, crushed under a knife and peeled
1 head of broccoli, stems peeled and chopped,
tops cut into florets
1/4 cup all-purpose flour
6 cups chicken stock or broth
2 cups sharp cheddar cheese, shredded
4 teaspoons cornstarch
Kosher salt and freshly ground pepper

1. In a soup pot, heat the oil and butter together over medium heat until the butter is
melted. Add the leek, carrot, celery, and garlic, and cover. Cook, stirring occasionally,
until the leek is tender, about 5 minutes. Stir in the broccoli.
2. Sprinkle the broccoli mixture with the flour, and mix well. Stir in the broth, and
bring to a simmer over high heat. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer, with
the lid ajar, until the broccoli is very tender, about 20 minutes. Remove from
the heat.
3. Using a handheld blender, process the soup until smooth. (Or, in four or five
batches, purée the soup in a blender with the lid ajar, and transfer to a large bowl. Be
sure to purée the soup in batches with the lid ajar, or the steam could force the lid off
the blender. Return the puréed soup to the pot.)
4. Return the soup to a simmer over medium-low heat. In a medium bowl, toss the
cheddar and cornstarch together to coat the cheddar. A handful at a time, add the
coated cheddar to the soup, and let it melt. Bring the soup just to a simmer. Season
with salt and pepper. Serve hot.
MAKES 8 SERVINGS
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Apple and Granola Crisp
When you make this classic of country cooking, your kitchen will be filled with the heartwarming aroma of
simmering apples and cinnamon.

2 cups old-fashioned (rolled) oats
1 cup pecans, coarsely chopped
1 cup raisins
5 tablespoons unsalted butter, plus more for the
baking dish
1/4 cup honey
1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
4 pounds baking apples, peeled, cored,
and cubed
1/2 cup light brown sugar, packed
2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice
1 tablespoon cornstarch
1/2 cup apple juice or water (optional)
Vanilla ice cream for serving

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. In a large bowl, mix the oats, pecans, and raisins. In a
small saucepan, melt 3 tablespoons of the butter over low heat. Remove from the
heat, add the honey, vanilla, and 1/2 teaspoon of the cinnamon, and stir well. Pour the
honey mixture over the oat mixture, and mix well. Spread evenly on a large rimmed
baking sheet.
2. Bake, stirring often to bring the granola around the edges into the center, until the
granola is toasted, about 20 minutes. Let cool.
3. Lightly butter a 9-by-13-inch (3-quart) baking dish. Thinly slice the remaining 2
tablespoons of butter. In a large bowl, toss the apples, brown sugar, sliced butter,
lemon juice, cornstarch, and the remaining cinnamon to coat the apples well. Stir in
the apple juice or water (if using). Spread in the baking dish.
4. Bake, stirring occasionally, until the juices are beginning to bubble around the
edges of the pan, about 30 minutes. Sprinkle the granola evenly over the apple
mixture, and continue baking until the juices are bubbling throughout and the apples
are tender, about 15 minutes more. Let cool until warm, about 30 minutes. Serve
warm, with the ice cream.
MAKES 6 SERVINGS
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This is a public service announcement:
Do you drink tea? Do you often enjoy the
warm and comforting feeling it gives you?
Beware! You could be one of the many
unsuspecting human beings who develop
a dangerous tea habit. It could interfere
greatly with your current lifestyle. Watch

THE ENDLESS QUEST FOR THE

perfect cup of tea

“

photography shelley rose photography
text shane braverman

out for the warning signs.
You probably started out drinking a basic
tea from Celestial Seasonings, just like I did.
My go-to tea was chamomile, and I relished
the moments when I could relax after a
hard day’s work (or in my case, studying
and college classes) and enjoy a cup of tea.
As my life became more and more stressful,
I began to look for more ways in which I
could include that cup of relaxation into
my routine.

I guess art runs in the family—my dad is a photographer, my mom is into arts and crafts,
and my siblings include a pastry chef, a photographer, and a musician.

First came the seemingly innocent habit
of spending long hours at coffee shops,
paying the outrageous price of $2.50 for a
cup of tea. A whole box of chamomile tea
costs $2.50, but it was okay to pay that
much at the café because it was quality tea
(and it was delicious). This gateway tea was

18 | AMERICAN LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE

AMERICAN LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE | 19

EACH TEA WAS BREWED WITH SUCH INTENTION AND OBVIOUS
CARE; IT WAS ALMOST MEDITATIVE AND CEREMONIOUS.
called Zhena’s Gypsy Tea, and I discovered

comfort in a tiny sachet! Conversations

and a fireplace. It told me I was safe while

This is yet another step on the slippery

We were greeted by an energetic and

vessels from Teavana. Eventually, however,

it in a quiet little café in a small town near

about tea sprung up around me as old and

unwittingly pushing me further down the

slope of tea appreciation. I had to have it

enthusiastic Teavana employee, who

the store could no longer slake my thirst

Albany, New York. It was only polite to

new friends recognized me as one of their

path of tea obsession.

all! I purchased stainless steel mesh tea

offered us a sample of the store’s most

for tea knowledge. I had started to get

try every variety of Gypsy Tea offered in

own. I was becoming part of a subculture of

balls so I could brew my coveted loose tea

popular tea blend at the time. It was hot,

bored with what it had to offer. The blends

the café. Colorful tins of my favorite teas

tea enthusiasts.

My continued fascination with tea led to

leaves (Earl Grey and English breakfast) in

flavorful, and delicious! I was blown away

no longer impressed me, and the flavors

started accompanying me home after study

more in-depth discussions with my tea

the largest mugs I could find. I was quite

by the rows and rows of loose-leaf tea tins

offered weren’t as tempting. I needed my

sessions at the café. Before I knew it, I had

Through these conversations, I learned

cohorts, who in turn introduced me to

happy for a while, but like any obsession,

lined up behind the counter. The shelves of

tea fix, and I needed something newer—

almost completely abandoned Celestial

about green tea and white tea, though I

loose-leaf tea. I learned that loose-leaf

there is always another level.

the store held every type of tea brewing

something better.

Seasonings and had a kitchen cabinet filled

found both were too bitter to justify the

tea was considered superior to tea in bags

with Gypsy Tea. I began toting it with me

health benefits. Gypsy Tea introduced me

because it was often a higher quality leaf.

If you hear your friends and loved ones

drinking vessels were even more varietal

Enter Smacha, my savior. I had moved to

to social gatherings so I could drink my tea

to something wonderful called rooibos

Even though it was phenomenally more

mention Teavana, it might be time to

and colorful. It was a bit overwhelming,

Bellevue, Washington, to accept a teaching

instead of the inferior tea offered by hosts

tea. If you know of its existence, you’re

expensive than tea in bags, I was able

start planning an intervention. A Teavana

and I caught myself repeating silently in my

job in a public school there. While cruising

and restaurants.

probably already in trouble. If you know

to rationalize the cost because you can

was rumored to be opening in the local

head, “I. Want. It. All.”

around the neighborhood, I had passed a

vessel you could ever hope to want, and the

how to pronounce it, you’re really in

re-steep tea leaves quite a few times. My

shopping mall, and my tea compatriots

Once I started showing up with my own

trouble. Rooibos tea, considered an herbal

perception of my beloved beverage was

were all atwitter. Our conversations were

I spotted tea vessels that reflected a

much thought. What could a tea shop in a

tea, curious people would ask me about it.

infusion, offers the benefit of being

changing. My tastes were graduating from

all punctuated with squeals of delight about

diversity of cultures, and I wanted to learn

strip mall offer me? After seeing the name

“That tea must be very special if you are

caffeine-free with a flavor that lends itself

amateur, bagged tea to glorious, beautiful,

the new store, though I had never heard of

the ideology behind each one. I rationalized

Smacha every time I drove around Bellevue,

carrying it around with you everywhere,”

well to blending. I used to drink rooibos

loose-leaf tea! I realized if I was going

it before. My friend T. (no, not short for Tea)

needing a different brewing device for

I finally decided to go in. What harm could

they remarked. It was quite special to me! It

chai with raw honey and milk. It’s the liquid

to drink this higher-quality tea, I needed

and I made a date to visit this mecca of tea.

every kind of tea the store sold. Over time, I

it do, right? Wouldn’t it be like all of my

was a security blanket in disguise—instant

equivalent of a warm, snuggly blanket

proper brewing instruments and vessels.

purchased quite a few brewing and drinking

other experiences of late—same tea, same
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“
I quickly became a regular fixture at Smacha, absorbing
Jason’s knowledge like a sponge at the tea bar that had
become a second home.
been sampling (and avoiding) lower quality

and astringent, there are other additives in

time, providing me with a way to relax and

tea with a subpar flavor, probably brewed

the tea. Mr. Chen has a secret fifth way of

de-stress after a hard day of teaching. The

with boiling water. I quickly became a

judging the quality of the tea, but I’ll let you

manic obsession for the next tea thing has

regular fixture at Smacha, absorbing

sleuth that out for yourself.

been replaced by a mature appreciation
for the subtleties and depth of tea and tea

Jason’s knowledge like a sponge at the tea
bar that had become a second home. It was

As I became better versed in the intricacies

culture. I am eyeing a Yixing teapot and

suddenly the place where everybody knew

of tea quality and preparation, tea ceased

am planning to learn to speak Mandarin

my name (and my father’s name is Norm).

being a comforting beverage and became

starting this summer.

more of a meditation for me. I found

flavors? Wrong. This was the tea leaf that

owner of this magnificent tea shop. I didn’t

I found myself immersed in a world of

myself interested in studying the history

So again I say, beware! A seemingly

tea culture I can compare only to scotch

of tea, the regions in which it is grown, and

innocent sachet of fragrant leaves might

or wine in terms of the knowledge and

the different types of drying processes.

trigger your own tea journey. You’re cold

passion for a beverage. I learned there

My appreciation of tea began to grow

one day, and the steamy curls of hot

are four basic principles by which one can

exponentially, and I soon purchased a

tea beckon. All it takes is that first sip.

judge the quality of a tea. First, for tea to

temperature-sensitive hot water kettle, and

You might lower your stress. You might

be quality tea, the dry leaves should be

an automatic tea brewer designed by Mr.

become more connected to yourself. You

Jason presented me with the option of a tea

beautiful and have a clean shape. Second,

Jason Chen himself. This amazing brewing

might experience the desire to learn a new

vessel is designed to make a perfect cup of

language or even travel to other parts of

tea, and I do mean perfect. I was hooked!

the world. Beware the dangers of tea!

finally broke this camel’s back. After setting

even know there was enough information

sampling, in which I was able to try oolong,

the fragrance should be pure and not

one foot inside the shop, I knew I was in

about tea that you could study it for

green, and white teas. Each tea was brewed

dusty (but can range from green to fruity

serious tea trouble.

thirty-three years! Mr. Chen asked me what

with such intention and obvious care; it

to flowery). Third, the color of the liquid

kinds of tea I liked to drink, and I’m sure I

was almost meditative and ceremonious. In

tea should reflect the type of tea, and it

With the help of the crew at Smacha and

I was greeted by an extremely humble and

mumbled an incoherent response. I was so

trying these various teas, I learned each tea

should be bright and shining (not cloudy).

the teachings of Mr. Chen, tea has become

kind tea master by the name of Jason Chen.

mesmerized by the tranquility and beauty

has to be brewed at a specific temperature

Fourth, and for most people, the most

a significant part of my life every day. It

The first time we spoke, I did not know he

of the shop. This was the real mecca—a

for the best flavor (otherwise it can burn

important quality of all, the flavor of the

grounds me and helps me slow down and

had been studying tea for more than thirty-

haven of tea and tea culture. I was done for.

the leaves and become bitter). Hallelujah,

tea should be smooth and should transition

appreciate small miracles and beauty. Tea

I do like green tea! All of this time I had

to a lingering finish. If the tea is very sweet

accompanies my meditations and journaling

three years, nor did I know he was the
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CLASSICALLY

CURRENT
WITH LAURA U

photography julie soeffer/laura u interior design
text laura umansky

»

Have you always wanted to be
a designer?
Yes, I think even before I knew that it was
a thing, I wanted to be a designer. I loved
making spaces beautiful. In my suburban
home as a child, I would rearrange the
furniture anywhere my mother would let me.

Where did you begin your
career, and how did that lead
you to create your own firm?
I started working at Resort Design Group
while I was in my last semester of graduate
school—I earned my master’s degree in
architecture at the University of Houston in
2005. At Resort Design Group, we designed
vacation homes in Cabos San Lucas. I fell
in love with the place and the process of
designing interiors.
I’ve always wanted my own firm. I really love
the business aspect of interior design as well
as the creative aspect. It was hard to leave
that firm; it was a great group of people,
the projects were really exciting, and the
locations and the travel were wonderful. It
was a difficult decision, but I had set a goal
for myself to start my own firm. The timing
was right, and it all fell into place.
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Did you find it difficult to
transition from doing vacation
homes to everyday residences?
No, I apply the same principles to designing
residential homes that I did when we were
working in Cabo. I think that starting in
destination interiors really influenced my
aesthetics because second homes for people
end up being more creatively designed. The
clients take more risks. They think about
things with more freedom because the home
is not their primary residence. They get to be
a little more adventurous. That has had a big
influence on me.

What inspires you?
I love to travel—anywhere and everywhere.
Different cultures, different locations,
and beautiful places inspire me, as well as
fashion, blogs, and business. I love reading
design magazines, but I also like to read
business magazines.

Where is your favorite
travel destination to draw
inspiration from?
I would say that Houston and Aspen are
my happiest places, but I love Italy too. We
just ventured out with our second office in
Aspen, so I am frequently traveling between

WE INCORPORATE ELEMENTS THAT ARE
WHIMSICAL WHILE MAINTAINING A SENSE
OF SOPHISTICATION.

our company’s headquarters in Texas and
our new Colorado location.

How would you describe your
style of design?
I do not have a strategically defined design

Do you have a preference for the
type of space you work with?

What is your favorite aspect of
the design process?

How has experience shaped you
as a designer?

style. I wouldn’t call myself eclectic, and

I would say that a large-scale renovation is

I think that the discovery would be my

My background and degree in architecture

I wouldn’t say I am shabby chic. I am

my favorite because it is a space that has a

favorite part—really finding out about the

shaped me as a designer and now influences

really more focused on the homeowners’

lot of unrealized potential.

clients. How do they live? What are they

the way that I look at projects. I gravitate

hoping to achieve? I like that no decisions

toward projects that have more technical

have been made yet—it’s full of possibility.

difficulty because I love the challenge—and

style and their goals for their interior.

and luxurious, but also practical without

How do you communicate with
clients and connect with their
lifestyles and personalities?

compromising the design. I focus on spaces

I do have a guiding principle that I call
classically current, which I define as warm

because I love to think about projects from
an architectural standpoint.

We have a robust discovery phase. We begin

Do you have a signature, go-to
style element?

that are rich but grounded. It is a careful

with a questionnaire that the clients fill out.

We try to have at least one bold statement

balance of aesthetic in that we want it to

From there, we organize a really good kickoff

in each interior. It could be a grand light

What were the clients of this
featured project looking for?

be bold, but we also want it to be refined.

and inspiration meeting with the clients

fixture in a space or a very big statement

They wanted to finish their home, which

We incorporate elements that are whimsical

before taking them out to showrooms. In

wallpaper in a room—some element that is

they’d been living in for several years with

while maintaining a sense of sophistication.

general, we spend a lot of time together.

a showstopper.

their two young sons. They had started
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“
We try to have at least one bold statement in
each interior. It could be a grand light fixture in
a space or a very big statement wallpaper in a
room—some element that is a showstopper.

collecting some notable artwork and some

collection, and where they could frequently

color, which is a really unexpected thing in

things is the lounge chair. It was actually

design presentation shows them exactly

circulate around the office every day of

furniture that was really fantastic. Their goal

entertain. They have a really large-scale

that space.

the homeowner’s grandfather’s chair. They

what they are going to see when we install.

things we are seeing out there. Everyone is

was to pull it together in a way that made

foyer with double height space and have

did not think it could be salvaged, but we

And then we have our big reveal, where they

coming up with crazy and brilliant design

the house suitable for both entertaining

future plans for a baby grand piano there.

In the dining room, I love the Holly Hunt

reupholstered it, and it works perfectly in

tour their home.

ideas. The challenge is to identify the best

chairs. I think they are such a standout. The

that space. It has that art deco style to it.

business associates and their two boys.

leather on those is so beautiful, and the

What was the space like prior to
you working on it?

Tell us about some of the fun
design details in each of the
main rooms:

It was in great shape. It was built in the late

In the formal living room, my favorite

nineties, I think. It is a five-bedroom, two-

element is the tête-à-tête from Donghia with

story space with a great outdoor area. It has

and incorporate them into our projects.

owned the fantastic light fixture—I knew

Tell us about your team and how
you collaborate on projects:

If you had to choose only one
color to use in a room, which
color would you use?

Tell us about your life outside of
interior design:

they were a good fit for us when I walked in

We have a really good team here at Laura U.

That varies by the day. We just redid

My outside life and my work are pretty

and saw that fixture!—and they also had the

I lead it as the creative director along with

our logo after ten years. We are keeping

commingled because my husband, Michael,

the Jim Thompson fabric on the pillows. We

dining table. We just added in the finishing

our principal designer, Meredith Sanders.

our fuchsia color, of course, but we are

is the CEO of my company. We work together

a media room and a gym that the clients use

installed it there because on the other side

touches, like the chairs and the grasscloth

The senior designer for this project was

incorporating cognac and a blush color. I

every day. We also have twin girls who

for spinning.

of this room is the foyer, where the clients

wallpaper on the ceiling.

Leticia Ellis, who has incredible talent. We

would say that one of those would be my

just turned three in April. When we are not

work closely to establish the concept, the

go-to color just because I have been looking

working, we are hanging out with our girls.

Describe your favorite piece of
furniture for this project:

color palette, and the feel of the space. We

at them for so long.

My house is a test kitchen for interiors. Since

I love those Julian Chichester chairs in

We have our inspiration kickoff meeting,

construction is impeccable. They already

wanted the baby grand piano. The tête-à-

What were some of the
inspirations behind the design
of this residence?

tête addresses both the formal living room

The clients were specific and requested a

I love so much about the study. We finished

the study. That contemporary take on the

very feminine and sophisticated home where

all of the millwork in a shiny aubergine

they could display their burgeoning art

lacquer and brought in our turquoise accent
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and the foyer.

also collaborate closely with the clients.

I have small children and so many of our
clients do as well, I am testing firsthand the

and then we have our first major design

How do you challenge yourself
as an interior designer?

classic wingback is a fun silhouette. Also,

presentation, where we give the clients more

Our team is constantly sharing inspiration

For more info, visit laurauinteriordesign.com

in the family room, one of my favorite

than one option for every space. Our second

with one another. We try to have e-mails

durability of design in my own home.
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dave hartford

the boat whisperer
photography leslie julian golden
text sierra golden

»

Two boys walk by Dave Hartford’s wooded

something from Harry Potter or The Lord of

says, “I almost yelled over to them, ‘No, it

Dave started the project—the one that

five years to build. Instead, it’s become his

at the University of Washington, and

Guemes Island home. Dave tinkers in his

the Rings.

hasn’t been!’ I thought for a second and

would eventually be broken down into a

life’s work.

when he graduated, he went sailing in the

went, ‘Wait a minute, it has been here

million smaller projects, most of which

workshop and hears one exclaim, “Look at

Caribbean for four months. There he met

that big boat!” The squeal of excitement

The second boy, however, replies

forever for those guys!’” Dave has repaired

could also each be broken into a thousand

A CAREER FINDS DAVE

two woodworkers and a mechanic who

makes sense. Dave’s lot is in the middle of

dismissively, “Oh, it’s been there forever . . .”

hundreds of boats in his long career as a

pieces—in 1981. He thought the boat

The Cypress is not Dave’s first project. In

made their livings by sailing into new ports

shipwright, but this project—building a

(eventually he tells me it will be called

fact, his introduction to boat building in the

and setting up shop. “They would pull into a

the island, but there is a boat in the yard.
With no water to be seen and the vessel

Dave tells me the story himself, and at this

fifty-two-foot sailing schooner for himself

Cypress, but only after we’ve stepped off

late 1970s reads more like the beginning of

major crossroads and start doing something

looming out of a clump of brushy trees, it

point, his eyes sparkle with good humor

from scratch—has been ongoing for more

its decks—calling an unchristened boat by

a love story than a résumé. Dave studied

on their boat,” he says. “Pretty soon, they

must seem a truly fantastical creature—like

and, perhaps, a glimmer of frustration. He

than thirty years.

name while onboard is bad luck) might take

business administration and marketing

would have all kinds of people wanting
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“
Dave doesn’t remember his mysterious helper’s name, but the man stayed
with him for three or four days, and he was soon able to build a career as a
boat builder based, at least in the beginning, on those simple skills.

As Dave came closer to destroying the boat

dream. He says the twenty-five-year-

boat and masterpiece in process, is

he loved, a stranger serendipitously rescued

old version of himself was inspired by a

majestic. Stopped up on blocks, I can see

him from ruin. “I had no clue what I was

schooner called the Alcyone. Surprisingly, a

its whole shape from keel to top deck, and

doing wrong. Fortunately, a guy came up

Google search for Alcyone schooner yields

her lines remind me of Marilyn Monroe and

behind me, staring. I finally couldn’t ignore

photos of the exact boat he’s referencing,

Captain Jack Sparrow in the exact same

him, and I turned around, and as soon as I

and it’s stunning—what a little kid would

moment. She started, though, as nothing

turned around, he said, ‘I don’t know who

describe as a pirate ship, but what an adult

more than a few lumps of lead.

you are, but I know what you’re doing is not

would enjoy for the sense of freedom that

right. That’s too pretty of a boat for you to

the puffed-out sails and white hull next to a

All sailboats have extra weight added to

be messing around with like you’re doing.’

blue sky instill.

their bottoms to help resist the lateral

And I said, ‘Well, I don’t know you,’ and he

forces on the sail—this weight is called

said, ‘Well, I’m a professional caulker, and

Dave says he lived on a sailboat next to the

ballast and keeps the boat from tipping

I just retired. I’ll come back tomorrow with

Alcyone. “I used to look out my porthole

over when the winds are strong. The ballast

my tools and show you how to do this.’”

and go ‘I want one of those.’” He already felt

of the Cypress is 18,000 pounds of lead that

the pull to build a schooner. Then came

was poured into a single, long mold running

the push.

along a large section of the boat’s twenty-

Dave doesn’t remember his mysterious
helper’s name, but the man stayed with him

them to do work on their boats.” Dave

above and left
Dave Hartford gives writer Sierra Golden a
tour of his workspace and boat.

eight-foot keel. Dave made the ballast

for three or four days, and he was soon able

In 1905, Nathanael Greene Herreshoff, an

to build a career as a boat builder based,

icon in American naval architecture, built

at least in the beginning, on those simple

the New York 30 sailboat that Dave lived

He explains, “I had the form that the lead

skills. Dave says his first paid job came

on. At the time, the design was the smallest

was going to be poured into. I built that

as a surprise. “I was sitting there doing

one could own and still be a voting member

very substantial and buried it into the

piece himself.

something on the boat, and somebody

assisted on several projects while he was

of the New York Yacht Club. Herreshoff

ground . . . and then put backfill and other

walked down the dock and said, ‘I heard

in the Caribbean, and a seed was planted:

built only eighteen of these boats, and J.P.

support around it to keep the lead from

you recaulked your boat,’ and I said, ‘Yeah.’

“This is a neat way to make a living. I can be

Morgan first owned the one on which Dave

bubbling or bursting the form. I knew a

He asked, ‘Well, would you do mine?’”

would eventually come to live. In the 1970s,

number of people who had tried this, but

the boat was worth little, but Dave was still

their forms weren’t strong enough.”

on the water, close to the water, and I like
the woodworking part of it.”

IN THE BEGINNING

heartbroken when he hauled the boat out

When I ask Dave what keeps him motivated
But, like any great love story, minor

at the shipyard for repairs and the shipyard

Because the lead had to be poured in a

after thirty years of tinkering, engineering,

complications ensued. Dave returned to

attendant dropped it from the travel

single stream to avoid cracking or other

and building—he’s made everything from

Seattle, found a job downtown, and lived

lift. Dave watched as his home and most

damage, it required just as much thought

scratch, including each of the 400-plus

a suit-and-tie life until he “couldn’t handle

precious object fell, irreparably broken: “I

as building the mold. “We had four cast-iron

bolts in his boat—“It’s crazy!” is his

it anymore.” Ten months after starting the

felt devastated. I didn’t sleep for three days

bathtubs sitting up on firebricks so we

immediate and accurate reaction. However,

job, he quit and bought a forty-five-foot

afterward.” Today, the boat would be worth

could get fire up underneath them,” Dave

he does go on to explain that engineering—

sailboat in need of restorative work. Dave

nearly half a million dollars. That’s when

says. “We had about a cord of wood. We

figuring out how to do something—is the

says, “The boat needed to be caulked,

Dave decided that he didn’t just want to

had big propane tanks. And I don’t know

motivation while repetition—making the

recaulked . . . and I started going after it

build a schooner. He would build

how much coal I had.” Starting at 7:30 a.m.,

399th bolt—slows him down.

a schooner.

Dave and fifteen of his friends lit wood fires

hammer—which was totally the wrong thing

In the beginning, though, he was just a

to be doing.”

THE FIRST PIECES

of lead into each of them. Coal and propane

young man with a broken heart and a

To my untrained eye, the Cypress, Dave’s

gave a final blast of heat to melt the lead,

with this screwdriver and a sixteen-ounce

32 | AMERICAN LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE

under the tubs and manhandled large hunks
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and then each tub, plumbed directly into

A friend sent Dave to a secondhand marine

the mold, was successively drained. By the

store in Sausalito, California, where he

time the fourth was empty, the first was

found a used Edson steering gear under a

filled again with melted lead.

pile of junk in back. The man at the counter,
just filling in for the owner, let Dave have it

Dave and his friends poured the 18,000

for $250 and wrote the receipt for a “rusty,

pounds in just a few hours, and even

old steering gear” just to make sure the

though it was the first day of work, it was

owner wouldn’t think he’d sold something

already time for a break. “We had to walk

brand-new for so little. Dave found out

away from it for two or three days,” he says.

years later that the piece is worth more

opposite page
Dave Hartford works
on a friend’s boat in
Bellingham, Washington,
in 2007.

than $8,000.
ALL THE PIECES COME TOGETHER
As Dave walks me around his boat—it’s

It seems as if everything he points to has

set up on stilts and has a big open-air

an interesting story, but the wheel at the

shelter built over the top of it—he points

helm takes the cake. In 1981, Dave and

out different pieces and explains them. Of

three other shipwrights, including a woman

the sternpost, he says, “It was thirty-two

nicknamed “Puttiologist,” had a job on San

feet long, twenty-two inches high, and

Juan Island. They hauled out a seventy-

over twelve inches thick . . . it came from a

foot commercial fishing vessel and worked

building built in Bellingham, Washington,

twelve hours a day for a month straight to

in 1917.” When the building was torn down,

get the boat ready for the summer season

Dave got many of its major timbers and

in Alaska. The owner, Phil, was so excited

had them cut to size. Near the sternpost

that he threw a house party after the boat

is the rudder for which Dave made all the

successfully launched.

patterns himself and had cast in a local
foundry. Dave and his son installed the

Unbeknownst to Dave, Phil also collected

rudder together.

marine hardware and had filled one whole

THOUGH DAVE WOULD STILL LIKE TO TAKE THE BOAT NORTH ALONG THE CANADIAN
COAST TO ALASKA, HE CHUCKLES AND SAYS HIS DREAM TRIP IS TO ANACORTES—
THE SMALL TOWN JUST A FIVE-MINUTE FERRY RIDE FROM HIS ISLAND HOME.

room of his home with old equipment.
Most of the planking on the sides of the

Dave says, “‘As a tip,’ Phil said, ‘You guys

boat all came from one log that was

can have one thing out of here, but you’ve

ninety-eight inches in diameter and had to

got to promise you’re going to use it.’ One

be brought by train to a neighboring town

guy went over and picked up a caulking

where a local sawyer cut it to size.

mallet, and another guy got some blocks

for his boat, and I walked right over to the

be forty-two feet and the foremast will

a five-minute ferry ride from his island

wall and picked out a cast bronze wheel.”

be thirty-eight feet, both with topmasts

home. Once the Cypress is ready to launch,

Immediately, Phil questioned Dave’s

adding additional height. A brand-new,

he’ll take her there and live aboard the

decision. Dave continues imitating the

four-cylinder John Deere engine with eighty

long-awaited schooner. Though his plans

dialogue as he tells me the story: “‘Dave,

horsepower powers her, and she’ll make

have changed, I have to admire him for

what are you doing?’ And I said, ‘Well, you

twelve to fourteen knots under the right

his impeccable craftsmanship and faith in

said anything in the room.’ And he says,

wind conditions. The interior and exterior

his own vision. Taking a last look around

‘Yeah, but I said you gotta use it,’ and I said,

are trimmed with exotic woods: Balau,

the boat, I notice a framed quote from

‘I will!’”

Kauri, Teak, Purple Heart, and more. She’ll

The Wind in the Willows resting on the

sleep six, and a tiny shower will be finished

bow stem. It reads, “Believe me, my

Just a few years before my visit with Dave,

with slate. In short, Dave isn’t cutting any

young friend, there is nothing—absolutely

he mounted the steering wheel. Feeling

corners. In fact, he still has a few years to

nothing—half so much worth doing as

the great satisfaction of disparate pieces

go before the Cypress will be ready

simply messing about in boats.” In the end, I

coming together after years—decades—of

to launch.

couldn’t agree more.

work, he called Phil to say, “It’s on the boat.”

For more info, e-mail Dave at dvdhartford@gmail.com

Though Dave would still like to take the
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IN THE END

boat north along the Canadian coast to

The Cypress is fifty-two feet long, and

Alaska, he chuckles and says his dream

when it’s finished, the main mast will

trip is to Anacortes—the small town just
AMERICAN LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE | 35

»

It was quite a sight in historic Wickenburg,
Arizona, as some 150 men on horseback

BROTHERHOOD OF

the saddle
photography mark bedor
text mark bedor

returned to town after five days of riding
in the Sonoran Desert. The streets of
the small Western town were lined with
cheering crowds, who greeted the weary
riders like conquering heroes. A pair of
horsemen in front carried American flags,
and were escorted by police; the annual
Desert Caballeros (DC) Trail Ride had come
to a triumphant end.
There were some decidedly mixed emotions
as the horsemen neared the conclusion of
their epic journey that sunny afternoon.
Many were more than ready to sleep in
their own beds back home. They thought
about how good it would be to reunite
with family and friends. But their trek
flew by, and there was a hint of regret to
see it end so soon. “It’s a huge sense of
accomplishment,” said retired Texas airline
pilot Duane Baker, after his fourteenth DC
ride. “But it’s still a little melancholy.”
We rode fine horses for the better part of
one hundred miles, on a trail that took us
through rugged desert mountains, dense
stands of saguaro cactus, and through
the towering canyon walls along the
Hassayampa River. After long days on
horseback, weary riders were refreshed in
camp with the finest in food and drink, and
then rejuvenated with a good night’s sleep
in cowboy bedrolls, under brilliant stars.
But the adventure was really all
about friendship.
“It’s a brotherhood,” DC El Presidente Tom
Hunt told me, “Greatest guys you’d ever
want to be around.”
“It’s a fraternity in a way—but it’s deeper
than that,” shared Andy Fishbach. “You
can’t ride a horse as many miles as we do
together and not just relax and talk to each
other. There’s an openness here that you
won’t find in other places.”
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Andy was clearly moved on the last night
in camp after being recognized with the
DC Top Hand Award, the group’s most
significant honor. The traveling trophy goes
to the man whose character and conduct
exemplifies what the Desert Caballeros
is all about—someone who is a friend to
his fellow riders, who’s good to his horse,

THE LOVE OF THE RIDE ATTRACTS MEN
FROM ALL WALKS OF LIFE, FROM ALL
OVER THE COUNTRY, AND FROM ALL
AROUND THE WORLD.

willing to pitch in, and who lives out the
group’s motto: “For the Love of the Ride.”
The love of the ride attracts men from all
walks of life, from all over the country, and
from all around the world. But whatever
they do back home, for one week in the
desert, it’s all set aside. “When you come
out here, everybody’s a cowboy for the
week,” said Tom Hunt, “The food’s great. The
camaraderie is just spectacular.”
“What this ride does for a lot of us, is—if
I can use a computer example—it makes
your brain reboot,” said Tommy Wilmeth, an
Arizona sheriff’s commander, on his fortyfifth ride. “Having gone on this ride, I’m
a better husband; I’m a better father. It’s
because I have a chance to sit back—
and in retrospect—look at the whole year.
And when you get off this ride, you have
new ideas.”
Good horses are the catalyst that makes it
all happen. And with so many riders from
out of town, about three-fourths of the men
rode rental horses. But as with everything
else about the DC ride, those mounts were
first-rate. I’ve had the good fortune of

Tim’s amazing horses. Another forty or so

except one. You can imagine the massive

take the reins in the morning, and hand

riding is a labor-intensive activity. But for
guys like Tim Show, horses are a labor of

having been on a number of horseback

rental horses were provided by Gibb Kerr’s

amounts of hay and water it took to care

them back at night. Along the trail, the

expeditions around the country over the

Arizona Horse Company.

for all those equines—not to mention the

wranglers—easy to spot with their red

love. “It’s a life, not a job,” he told me. “It’s
a life.”

daily brushing, bridling, and saddling that

hatbands—were there in an instant if

by Tim Show, owner of Tucson’s Pantano

With 136 riders, wranglers, extra mounts,

each required. There were also giant picket

someone needed a hand.

Riding Stables, made up one of the nicest

plus dozens of privately owned horses,

lines to set up, take down, and move; the

strings of rental horses I’ve ever seen. I

there were about 200 animals on the point-

hardworking wrangler crew handled it all

Anyone who’s ever heaved a forty-pound

sentiment. “You wake up every day and do

sure enjoyed my week with Cocoa, one of

to-point ride, which moved camp every day

with a smile. All we as riders had to do was

saddle over the back of a horse knows that

what you want to do,” he agreed.

years, and the sixty-some horses provided
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Fellow outfitter Gibb Kerr shared that
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“
The DC ride began back in 1947, when some Wickenburg businessmen
came up with the idea to promote the town then known as the Dude
Ranch Capital of the World.

While Kerr and Show live the cowboy life

DC ride began back in 1947, when some

imagine. You’ll also have your pick of plump

almost every day, getting a taste of it for an

Wickenburg businessmen came up with

sandwiches, cookies, and snacks to throw

entire week was a genuine thrill for many

the idea to promote the town then known

into a saddlebag for lunch along on the trail.

of the DC riders. “I can live my dream here,”

as the Dude Ranch Capital of the World.

said the always-smiling Rolly Moning, who

Actor Leo Carrillo was among the seventy-

Houston’s Catering has provided the ride’s

flew thirteen hours from Switzerland to

five men along for that first ride. From the

fine cuisine for the last ten years. While

take part in “cowboying!”

beginning, these guys have been roughing

cooking for 200 might seem like a big job,

it in style.

it’s actually a break for this crew of just
seven from Kanab, Utah. Houston’s often

Both a veterinarian and a farrier (someone
who shoes horses) rode with us to handle

While you spend the day in the saddle and

contracts with the government, and its

any potential problems, along with a pack

nights outside in a bedroll, you’ll sleep on a

sophisticated mobile kitchen trucks can hit

horse loaded with medical supplies (DC

cot, not on the ground. Dinners include filet

the road for an emergency at a moment’s

members include a number of doctors).

mignon, shrimp, trout, lobster, and salmon.

notice. They’ve served three meals a day

This well-organized outfit also maintained

Desserts, such as delicious thick brownies

for as many as three thousand people per

constant radio contact with the local

and ice cream, are just too tough to resist.

day at major wildfires and other disasters

sheriff, just in case.

The finest adult beverages are available

over the years. “We enjoy coming down

as well. Mornings, you’ll be treated to

and doing these rides,” says owner Mickey

If it all runs like a well-oiled machine, it’s

custom-made omelets, pancakes, and most

Houston. “They’re very friendly, very nice,

thanks to sixty-seven years of practice. The

any other hot and tasty breakfast you can

and very organized.”
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gets the fire and coffee going, tends bar,

more important than ever. “This is a sanity

and keeps things running smoothly.

check on life,” said Mike Parrish on our last
morning, as he prepared for a business trip

There’s a lot of visiting between camps,

to Europe the following week. “Very good.”

along the trail, and at meals—it’s just
one big DC gathering. There’s even more

“It’s a chance to just switch off,” added

socializing on the one layover day in

Tony Bacon.

camp; after two solid days in the saddle—

Camp boss Mike Pollay is in charge of the

including an eight-hour trek on Tuesday—

But the week is hardly all quiet reflection.

Wednesday was a welcome day to kick back

The wake-up call of a locomotive engine

at a place called Cooper’s Ranch. The DC

and a police siren blasting through a

guys planned a fun day with skeet shooting,

loudspeaker at six in the morning gets the

horse racing, and a “gymkhana”—a series of

day off to a hilarious and rowdy start. And

horsemanship competitions, which included

boys will be boys: “My wife says I come

barrel racing and other timed maneuvers.

here to exercise my adolescence,” laughed

Silver buckles went to the winners, and I

eighty-year-old Bud Katzman, who took

was fortunate to snag one of them—quite a

up riding at the age of fifty-seven. The

nice souvenir!

Wickenburg women also have their own
horseback week in the desert: the sixty-

camp crew. Camp moves location every day
except one, and some twenty men pack up

Back on the trail, we were once again

seventh annual Las Damas Ride headed

and haul two truckloads of gear—including

in gorgeous country. While the ride is

out just weeks after the DC ride. Many

126 cots, a number of dining tables and

just miles from Wickenburg, the desert

members are wives of DC riders.

chairs, dumpsters, bathroom facilities,

wilderness we rode through looked pretty

and other equipment. Pollay and a smaller

much like it always has. Along with those

You can tell just how great it all is, by how

crew also work as the support staff for

amazing stands of fascinating saguaro

fast it all goes by. Late Monday morning,

the riders, and they spend long days in the

cactus, our trail took us past the remains

the Desert Caballeros paraded out of

saddle during the months preceding the

of old silver and gold mines, over rugged

Wickenburg on their horses, as the crowds

ride—scouting trails, clearing obstacles, and

mountain passes, and along cool river

cheered and took pictures. Suddenly, it was

making sure everything is ready. “There’s

valleys shaded by towering cottonwood

all over, and we rode back into town on

a lot of work that goes into this before the

trees. During the week, I was lucky to have

Friday. But—we returned as different men.

actual ride,” he revealed. “It’s a challenge.”

spotted a rattlesnake, the pig-like wild

Enriched by the beauty of the desert and

javelina, and even a desert tortoise.

our time spent on horseback, we connected
with good friends, both old and new. We

But it’s one he enjoys. Starting with his
grandfather, Pollay’s family has been

All of this fun is by invitation only. But

are brothers of the saddle. And we’re

involved in the ride for decades. “It’s a

that doesn’t mean that you can’t go; the

already making plans for the next Desert

family tradition,” he told me, adding, “It’s

Desert Caballeros are actively seeking

Caballeros Trail Ride—what these men

the people. It’s a great friendship. It’s a lot

new members to make sure this horseback

truly believe is the greatest trail ride in the

of hard work. But it’s worth every minute.”

tradition goes on for generations to come.

American West.

Details are on their website. Simply put,

For more info, visit desertcaballerosride.com

There’s more help, too. The DC riders are

if you get asked back three times in a

subdivided into about half a dozen camps.

row, you’re in the club. There’s an annual

For example, the California camp—as you

membership fee, but also a member

might expect—is made up primarily of guys

discount for the ride. Full members also

from California. My outfit was known as the

get to vote on important matters, and are

Honkers, an apparent reference to some

encouraged to get involved in the work it

long-ago connection with Canada and its

takes to keep this cherished tradition going.

famous geese. Each camp hires a so-called
“bat boy” who hauls personal gear in a

In these fast-paced times, a much-needed,

good-sized U-Haul from camp to camp, then

week-long escape in the saddle may be
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and applies their newfound sophisticated

© Adriana Groisman

understanding in order to build a robot of
their own design, all the while picking up
self-confidence and communication skills
that will help make them the leaders of

BATTLE OF THE BRAINS

their generation. Their end goal throughout
this process is not just to build a robot—

robotics challenge
photography as noted
text robin ryan

although that in itself is quite a feat—but to
create one that the kids can compete with,
and if successful, earn their place at the
© Calum Tsang

of several robotics competitions for the

If the toy industry is any indication, kids of

ultimate Sport for the Mind™.

every generation have been captivated by
robots and interactive technology. From

Considered to be the holy grail in the youth

the Atomic Robot Man that entered the

robotics industry, the FIRST Championship

toy scene in the middle of the twentieth

is the culmination of the season’s various

century, to Star Wars' R2-D2 who's still very

robotics programs that are organized by

much a part of the market today, to every

FIRST (which stands for For Inspiration and

walking and talking gadget in-between

Recognition of Science and Technology).

that has monopolized the attention of the

This nonprofit group was founded in

masses, the allure of robots is prominent

1989 in Manchester, New Hampshire, by

and unmistakable. However, as the toy

Dean Kamen, an inventor, entrepreneur,

manufacturers continue to cash in on this

and tireless advocate for science and

trend for generations to come, the kids of

technology. His passion and determination

North Penn Montco Robotics are among

to help young people discover the

a new network of youth who are taking

technology are the cornerstones of every

construct their own robot.

FIRST program.

The North Penn Montco Robotics team

© Adriana Groisman

is part of the growing network of

competitions, each program tailored to

motivate young people to become science

a specific age group. Beginning with the

and technology leaders by engaging them

FIRST LEGO League, the programs capture

in exciting mentor-based programs that

the inherent curiosity of children as young

foster science, technology, engineering,

professional engineers, the youth builds
upon their knowledge within these fields

This international youth organization
operates a number of robotics

extracurricular organizations designed to

inspires innovation. Under the direction of

© Adriana Groisman

excitement and rewards of science and

things into their own hands to engineer and

and mathematics skills in a way that

FIRST Championship, the annual merging

ALL OF THE INDIVIDUAL PROGRAMS CULMINATE
IN AN INTERNATIONAL ROBOTICS COMPETITION

as six and direct it toward discovering
the wonders of science and technology by
using material to build a model that moves
and performs a series of missions. As the
children advance in age and through the
challenge progression of their programs,
FIRST strives to create an environment
in which team members can grow, learn,
and most importantly, have fun. All of
the individual programs culminate in an

© Adriana Groisman

international robotics competition and
celebration where teams win recognition,
develop people and life skills, make
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“
For the students, it becomes the hardest fun they’ll ever have. For team
mentors, coaches, and volunteers, it’s the most rewarding adventure
they’ll ever undertake.

new friends, and perhaps discover an
unforeseen career path.
The first and highest-scale program
developed through FIRST is the FIRST
Robotics Competition, which targets high
school students and is designed to give
them real-world experience working
with engineers to develop a 120-pound
robot that can complete a basic task (the

© Adriana Groisman

details of which change every year). The
competition combines the excitement
of sport with the rigors of science and
technology. Although the game of the
challenge changes, the process of design
is relatively consistent. Under strict rules,
limited resources, and time constraints,
teams of 25 students or more are
challenged to raise funds, design a team
brand, hone teamwork skills, and build and
program a robot to perform prescribed
tasks against a field of competitors in a
six-week span. It’s as close to real-world
engineering as a student can be.

The success of the programs are evident in
the turnout. This past season alone brought
together more than 400,000 young people,
and volunteers filling over 180,000 roles, in
more than 80 countries. For the students, it
becomes the hardest fun they'll ever have.
For team mentors, coaches, and volunteers,
it’s the most rewarding adventure they’ll
ever undertake. For sponsors, it’s the most
enlightened investment they could ever
make. Most return year after year to vie for
the championship title.
For more info, visit usfirst.org/roboticsprograms

Last year's challenge was titled Recycle
Rush and involved creating robots that
© Argenis Apolinario

were capable of picking up and stacking
totes on scoring platforms, filling recycling
containers with litter, and putting the
containers on top of scoring stacks of totes.
The challenge plays out like a game, with
points being earned by the robot's action as
well as by the human players. For instance,
players could throw litter into the opposing
alliance's work zone to gain additional
points for their team.
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dive into a
world of art

Purple Vase with Clownfish
by David Leppla

art & apparel for your extraordinary life

Discover unique home decor, gifts, jewelry, and apparel created by North
American artists and designers—all shipped directly from the artists’ studios
to your home. Call 877.223.4600 for a free catalog or visit artfulhome.com

