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Dear Bill and Judy,

Summer is the season to add some flavor to your routine. This issue of
American Lifestyle magazine is a veritable spice rack of inspiration,
whether you're seeking a new hobby, fresh scenery, or an updated look
for your home.

When Jammy Cruz took up macaron making as a hobby, she had no
idea where it would lead. Her curiosity allowed her to quit her
full-time job and start a successful small business in Maryland.

A summer vacation is a great opportunity to get out of the
neighborhood and explore a different locale. If you can't decide
between beach or forest, you'll want to read about the quaint town of
Ferndale, California, which offers the best of both worlds.

If a vacation isn't in the cards, why not refresh your home with thrifted
artwork or try out a patterned wallpaper? Instagram content creator
and designer Katie Zamprioli offers great tips on how to be brave in
your self-expression and style.

Speaking of self-expression, Mike Gibson reveals his artistic skills in a
different medium: property art. This is the name Gibson gave to the
medium of topiary art, which he's honed and used to beautify parks
and towns in his home state of Ohio and beyond.

Whether you step out of your routine in big or small ways, it's sure to
reinvigorate the way you see life. As always, it's a pleasure to send you
this magazine.

Brenda McNeill

Brenda McNeill, GRI

CalBRE #01862410

Luxury Real Estate & Leisure Specialist
 

Cell: (707) 339-9133

E-mail: bmcneill@cbsonoma.com
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DRONE ON!
written by matthew brady |  photography by town of ocean city

Fireworks are a longtime staple 
of summertime fun. Whether they're 
set off to celebrate Independence Day, 
add an exclamation point to the end of 
an exciting baseball game, or enhance 
a music festival, fireworks have been 
experienced by millions of Americans.  

One well-known East Coast beach town 
took an innovative step toward making 
the experience fresh for visitors in 2021. 
Inspired by uberpopular drone shows 
overseas, Ocean City, Maryland, debuted 
its own drone show, which replaced the 
town’s summer series fireworks for the 
season. But can the remote-controlled 
version elicit the oohs and aahs of 
traditional pyrotechnics?

“INSPIRED BY 
UBERPOPULAR 
DRONE SHOWS 
OVERSEAS, OCEAN 
CITY, MARYLAND, 
DEBUTED ITS OWN 
DRONE SHOW, 
WHICH REPLACED 
THE TOWN’S 
SUMMER SERIES 
FIREWORKS FOR 
THE SEASON.”

Seeing is believing. The Ocean City 
Drone Show, which is performed weekly 
both uptown and downtown, is a jaw-
dropping display of computer wizardry. 
The company creating the show, TEAM 
Productions, spent hundreds of hours 
programming two hundred drones to 
synchronize and make images in the 
night sky.

Amping up the experience is the fact 
that many of the displays are animated. 
Among the moving images during the 
twelve-minute show are a Ferris wheel, a 
Maryland crab flailing its arms, a dolphin 
jumping in and out of the water, and, of 
course, an American flag waving. 

The Ocean City Drone Show, which runs 
from mid-June through mid-August, is 
a must-see if you visit this town located 
just south of Delaware. When you go, 
make sure to get there early to get a good 
seat with a view—tens of thousands of 
people took in the show last year. You 
might just find that this modern take on 
fireworks is the much-needed wave of 
the future.
For more info, visit ococean.com/events
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How would you describe your 
approach to interior design?
My team has a fun time taking chances 
and being bold, and I’m always looking 
for the opportunity to apply that in every 
job we do. I don’t want to miss anything. 
I always ask my clients questions like 
“Do you have something you loved 
from a trip that you now keep in the 
closet because you don’t know what 
to do with it?” or “Do you have an 
oddball collection?” or “Did you inherit 
something bizarre from your grandma 
that you kind of love but it doesn’t seem 
to fit?” Taking something the client 
already has and giving it new life is my 
favorite thing to do. 

What are your first steps when 
working on a new project?
First, I ask people what they own that’s 
awesome and ask them where they’ve 
traveled, where their family is from, and 
about their interests. After that, we’ll 
discuss the budget, what they already 
love about the space, and what they don’t 
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IT’S EASY 
BEING GREEN

GINA SIMS, FOUNDER OF THE GEORGIA-BASED FIRM GINA SIMS DESIGNS, IS A 
MASTER OF COLOR AND QUIRK. HERE SHE DISCUSSES THE RENOVATION OF A 

VICTORIAN-ERA RESIDENCE IN ATLANTA AND HOW SHE HONORED THE HOME’S 
ARCHITECTURE BY BRINGING IN COLOR IN A FUN YET REFINED WAY. 

written by alexa bricker |  photography by cati teague
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“WE WERE ALSO INTENTIONAL WITH 
TEXTILES. WE USED THE FULL LENGTH 
OF THE WINDOWS BY CHOOSING FULL-
LENGTH WINDOW TREATMENTS TO ADD 
SOPHISTICATION AND DRAMA. EVEN 
WHEN WE ADDED A FUNKY DESIGN 
ELEMENT, WE KEPT TRADITIONAL 
DRAPES BEHIND IT. 
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like. I also have to figure out what they 
want to do in the room and what we 
need to do to make it work for them—
that’s the functional side. 

The last part is the aesthetic. I ask my 
clients to do a lot of homework; I need 
to know what makes them happy or I 
can’t do my job. They have to show me 
images of what they think is awesome. 
It may seem like nothing to them, but 
I can look at the image and say, “Oh, 
there’s so much contrast here” or “You 
love a neutral rug and a bold chair.” The 
design must incorporate the function of 
the room and the pieces they love.

You’re from California, your business 
is based in Georgia, and you work 
on projects across the country. 
Do you find that you have to shift 
your design mindset depending on 
the location? 
It does change a little bit. If I’m working 
on the East Coast, it’s just a smidge 
more formal. If I’m on the West Coast, 
it’s probably a bit more relaxed or 
midcentury. Clients will also go into 
other people’s homes and see a certain 
design, so that will play into what they 
like and want for their own home. But, 
in the end, they’re going to call me 
because they resonate with my style.

Your Seeing Green project is in 
a very traditional-style home in 
Atlanta, and it’s designed for a 
young family with children. 
What were some of the 
biggest considerations?
Since it’s a Victorian-era home, bringing 
in too many modern elements wouldn’t 
work. So we needed to pay attention to 
the architecture of the building and let 
it influence the decisions that we made. 

We wanted it to be traditional but also 
highlight that a really fun couple with 
dogs and kids live here. They didn’t 
want it to look like their moms’ houses. 

The classic architecture adds so 
much to the design. How did you 
preserve and enhance the integrity 
of the home while also bringing in 
modern touches? 
You have to pay attention to the 
architecture of the house, no matter 
what it is. In this case, we kept the 
chandeliers and other main lighting 
fixtures in the entryway, living room, 
and dining room. All those elements 
were already there, and they worked. 

We were also intentional with textiles. 
We used the full length of the windows 
by choosing full-length window 
treatments to add sophistication and 
drama. Even when we added a funky 
design element, we kept traditional 
drapes behind it. 

Green is clearly the main color in 
this project, but there are other 
subtle hints of color throughout 
each space. How do you achieve 
good balance when blending 
multiple colors and patterns?
We chose to highlight the main color, 
green, in the dining room. The walls 
are a vivid green, and everything in the 
other spaces stems from that. In the 
living room, we added gray sofas and 
white window treatments and then left 
the walls a light-blue color—there’s not 
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a lot of color in the surroundings. We 
added color back in with the living room 
rug and small pops throughout. We really 
let the green in the dining room take 
center stage. 

The colors in the artwork fit well 
with each area of the house. Did you 
select these pieces, or were they 
owned by the family?
The family had very little art—just some 
family pictures. We had to start from 
scratch. The art we use typically depends 
on the clients’ budget. Sometimes we 
can go to galleries and select a piece by 
a fabulous artist; other times we have to 
think through what great design-trade art 
source we can get to fill a wall, and that’s 
what we did for this project. We showed 
the clients several options and asked what 
they liked. 

When a client has children, as was 
the case for this project, how do 
you go about designing each room 
to be functional and fun but also 
aesthetically pleasing?
The dining table comes to mind because 
if, for example, you have a kid who 
plunges a fork into your table, that’s 
going to be a bummer. So we went with 
a table that doesn’t have a completely 
smooth finish. We were also conscious 
of using performance fabrics. For the 
dining room chairs, we went with a white 
Crypton performance fabric; if they spill 
something on it, it will roll right off. 

In the kids’ space off the kitchen, all 
the furniture is made with colorful 
performance fabric, and the ottomans 
are storage ottomans. We went with 
ottomans instead of a coffee table because 
they can move them around easily for 
extra seating, put their feet up, and use 
them to store things, and there are no 
hard edges. 

“IN THE KIDS’ 
SPACE OFF THE 
KITCHEN, ALL THE 
FURNITURE IS MADE 
WITH COLORFUL 
PERFORMANCE 
FABRIC, AND THE 
OTTOMANS ARE 
STORAGE OTTOMANS. 
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Do you tend to gravitate toward 
certain design elements?
I do with my use of pattern. Performance 
fabrics have come a long way, which 
makes it easy when a client wants a 
neutral sofa. If we keep the sofa a neutral 
color, we can add a great pillow or put 
the sofa on top of an amazing rug, or 
I’ll try to talk the client into a patterned 
fabric for a chair. 

Pattern also helps a design look more 
custom. You can’t go to any Crate & 
Barrel and buy a great patterned sofa, 
for example. You have to hire someone 
who knows how to bring all of those  
elements together.  

Are there any design elements you 
shy away from?
Oversaturation and overuse of gray. I love 
color, but I also want neutrals to have a 
little bit of warmth in them. 

What is your team’s mission?
I like bringing out people’s personalities 
and having fun with clients. Our mission 
is to help people have fun with their 
house and to do everything with quality 
and sophistication without taking things 
too seriously. Every design should feel 
good and natural. 
For more info, visit ginasimsdesigns.com 
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MACARON 
MADNESS

interview with jammy cruz |  written by shelley goldstein |  photography by jammy cruz

SMALL-BUSINESS OWNER JAMMY CRUZ’S TRAJECTORY TO 
MACARON-MAKING SUCCESS WAS BORN FIRST OUT OF CURIOSITY 

AND THEN OUT OF A DESIRE TO EXPRESS HER CREATIVITY. 

Where did you eat your 
first macaron?
I have my former coworker Rebecca to 
thank for introducing me to macarons. I 
remember vividly how I felt after the first 
bite: I closed my eyes in instant bliss and 
blurted out, “This is so good, it melts in 
your mouth! What is it?”

When did you decide to try 
macaron making?
Shortly after discovering my newfound 
love for macarons, I tried baking them 
with my brother using a random recipe I 
found on Google. Needless to say, it was 
not the most successful outcome. I am 
used to regular cooking where I eyeball 
the ingredients, which I believe goes 
against the cardinal rule of baking. That 
initial attempt did not further motivate 
me to bake macarons again.

A year later, in 2017, I was in the process 
of planning my wedding, and I was 
considering macarons for our wedding 
favor. But macarons are quite expensive 
and did not fit into our budget. The 
curiosity to understand why macarons 
were so expensive spurred me to start 
baking them again. I didn’t end up 
making them for my wedding, but the 
seed had been planted.

Tell us about the rest of your 
macaron-making journey. Who 
encouraged you along the way?
The macaron experiments resumed in 
earnest after my wedding. It was a lot of 
trial and error to tweak recipes until I 
found one that worked for me. I did a lot 
of online research about techniques and 
sought out advice from expert bakers 
on Instagram. 

When I was struggling with baking, my 
friend Aaron told me, “That’s how life is. 
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You just keep going. Set a goal and never 
stop working hard to get there, and, once 
you do, you move on to the next goal.” I 
cannot tell you how much that motivated 
me to follow through.

When did you know you wanted to 
leave your full-time job to devote 
time to your macaron business?
The main reason I quit my full-time job 
was actually for my son. I didn’t want 
to miss out on time with him after my 
maternity leave. And it turned out that 
I was able to use some of that time to 
bake. Eventually, I ventured into selling 
macarons online, and, with a lot of 
hard work, help, and support from my 
husband, Mark, and family and friends, 
my business took off. 

What is the most difficult part of the 
macaron-making process? 
The most difficult part is everything! 
There are so many things to consider 
when baking macarons. There are 
a multitude of external factors like 
humidity and temperature, along with 
the right technique of mixing the batter, 
the right way of piping the shells, 
etc. It really is a chemistry of all these 
things—adjusting what I can control to 
what I cannot control. It is a continuous 
learning process, even to this day.

What kitchen tools have been game-
changers for you?
Most definitely my KitchenAid mixer. 
It’s a lifesaver for my business. It makes 
baking so efficient and flawless. Another 
tool I absolutely love is the spatula I have 
now, which I got at Target. I cannot tell 
you how many spatulas have come and 
gone in my kitchen, but this one is the 
crème de la crème. Lastly, I love my silicone 
macaron mats from Simple Baker.  

“THERE ARE A MULTITUDE 
OF EXTERNAL FACTORS 
LIKE HUMIDITY AND 
TEMPERATURE, ALONG 
WITH THE RIGHT 
TECHNIQUE OF MIXING 
THE BATTER, THE RIGHT 
WAY OF PIPING THE 
SHELLS, ETC. 



14 | AMERICAN LIFESTYLE MAGAZINE 

it enough: pop the bubbles! Make sure 
to pop every bubble by tapping the pans 
before baking the shells if you want to 
achieve smooth macarons. 

What are some of your 
favorite flavors?
Nutella, cookie butter, espresso, ube, 
strawberry, and dulce de leche. 

What is the most unusual request 
for a macaron shape you’ve 
received? What was the most 
difficult macaron order?
I took on a very unique order for a baby 
shower. The theme was Tim Burton’s The 
Nightmare Before Christmas. I’m not used 
to making dark-themed macarons for 
a baby shower, but I definitely enjoyed 
trying something new.

Who inspires you in the 
pastry industry?
There are too many to mention them all, 
but one baker that stands out is Candace 
Nelson of Sprinkles. I love how talented, 
sweet, and humble she is despite her 
success. But, honestly, the main people 
who really inspired and encouraged me 
when I started out and still do today 
are many amazingly talented bakers on 
Instagram, especially small-business 
owners I can relate to. I am in awe of 
their never-ending creativity and hard 
work. I also love that many of them are 
like me: moms who are pursuing their 
passion at the same time.

Tell us your best insider tip for 
making macarons:
This is a good one, and I cannot stress 
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The most difficult but very fulfilling 
macarons I ever made were Frida Kahlo-
themed macarons. The customer gave 
me full autonomy to design them. I had 
a difficult time conceptualizing the idea 
and capturing the design because Frida 
is such an iconic figure, and there are a 
myriad of ways to portray her. I really 
wanted to capture her essence in 
a macaron.

What is a fun fact about you that 
only good friends would know?
I love Backstreet Boys.

What does “living the dream” mean 
to you?
To have my own store one day, knowing 
that I still get to do what I love while 
providing for my family and at the 
same time having the luxury to spend 
time with the people I love. It would 
mean inspiring and teaching others 
how to make macarons. I also want 
to engage in community outreach—

specifically in programs that help 
less-fortunate children. I want to have 
sufficient resources and time to achieve 
all this. I am not quite there yet, but I 
am definitely working hard to reach it.

During the pandemic, I’ve gained a 
much deeper appreciation for frontline 
health-care workers whose lives were at 
risk saving other people’s lives. I thought 
the least I could do was extend my 
support and gratitude by making them 
macarons. I also participated in some 
projects like Bakers Box Washington, 
DC, which donated some of the proceeds 
to an organization that helps support 
low-income, underserved Asian Pacific 
American youth. This kind of outreach 
makes me happy and is part of 
my dream.

In what ways does your business 
fulfill you?
My business gives me the opportunity 
to not only provide for my family but 
also be present with my son, Gabriel. 
Moreover, starting this business journey, 
doing something I actually love to do, is 
the first time in my life I felt like I was 
doing something for myself. I’m able to 
be myself and unlock my creative side. 
I learned much more about my 
capabilities and how much I enjoy 
working on crafts through baking. I also 
find joy in being able to make people 
happy with my macarons.
For more info, visit mrsmacarons.com

“MAKE SURE TO 
POP EVERY BUBBLE 
BY TAPPING THE 
PANS BEFORE 
BAKING THE SHELLS 
IF YOU WANT TO 
ACHIEVE SMOOTH 
MACARONS.”
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SUNNY 
CHANCE OF
SEAFOOD
recipes by jeremy sewall
photography by michael harlan turkell

with a

EXCERPTED FROM THE ROW 34 
COOKBOOK: STORIES AND RECIPES 
FROM A NEIGHBORHOOD OYSTER BAR 
BY JEREMY SEWALL AND ERIN BYERS 
MURRAY, RIZZOLI NEW YORK, 2021. 
IMAGES BY MICHAEL HARLAN TURKELL.
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4 skinned halibut filets, 6 ounces each
Kosher salt and freshly ground 

black pepper
3 tablespoons canola oil

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil
1 teaspoon chopped garlic

2½ cups medley tomatoes, halved
2 tablespoons sliced Kalamata olives

1 teaspoon capers, rinsed, drained, 
and coarsely chopped

12 basil leaves

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

2.	Using	a	paper	towel,	pat	each	halibut	filet	dry	and	season	with	salt	
and	pepper.	In	a	large,	ovenproof	sauté	pan,	heat	the	canola	oil	over	
medium-high	heat.	Add	the	halibut	to	the	pan.	Sear	on	one	side	until	
it	just	begins	to	color,	2	to	3	minutes.	Carefully	turn	the	fish	over	and	
transfer	the	pan	to	the	oven.	Roast	for	7	minutes.

3. Meanwhile,	in	a	medium	sauté	pan,	warm	the	olive	oil	over	medium	
heat,	then	stir	in	the	garlic.	Once	the	garlic	begins	to	sizzle,	add	the	
tomatoes. Heat the tomatoes until they just begin to release their 
juices.	Remove	the	pan	from	the	heat	and	stir	in	the	olives	and	capers.

4. Just	before	serving,	tear	the	basil	leaves	and	stir	them	into	the	
tomatoes	and	season	with	salt	and	pepper.	Place	the	halibut	filets	on	a	
platter	and	evenly	spoon	the	tomatoes	over	the	top.

Serves 4 as an entrée

seared halibut with tomatoes, 
olives, and capers

You can find halibut on both coasts: On the West 
Coast, it’s referred to as Alaskan halibut; on the 
East Coast, it’s just halibut. Both work for this 
recipe. Halibut is a lean fish and can easily be 
overcooked—your cooking time will vary depending 
on the thickness of the fish. I like it warmed all the 
way through to the center. This is a dish made for 
summer, because it depends on sun-ripened, just-
picked tomatoes.  
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3 cups peeled, seeded, and sliced 
English cucumbers

1 tablespoon chopped dill
1 teaspoon cider vinegar

¼ cup crème fraîche
¼ cup very thinly sliced red onion 

Kosher salt and freshly ground 
black pepper

4 skinned salmon filets, 
about 6 ounces each

2 teaspoons canola oil
4 lemon wedges

1.		In	a	large	bowl,	stir	together	the	cucumbers,	dill,	vinegar,	crème	
fraîche,	and	red	onion.	Season	with	salt	and	pepper	and	refrigerate	
until	ready	to	serve.

2.	Preheat	a	grill	to	medium	heat.

3. Using	a	paper	towel,	pat	the	salmon	filets	dry.	Brush	each	filet	
with	½	teaspoon	canola	oil	and	season	with	salt	and	pepper.	Place	
the	filets	on	the	grill,	on	what	would	have	been	skin-side	down,	and	
cook	for	2	minutes.	Using	a	spatula,	give	the	fish	a	quarter	turn	and	
cook	2	minutes	more.	Repeat	two	more	times	for	a	total	of	8	minutes.	
The	goal	is	to	evenly	cook	and	color	each	piece	of	fish.	Flip	the	fish	
over	and	cook	for	another	2	to	3	minutes.	Remove	from	the	grill	and	
squeeze	a	lemon	wedge	over	each	salmon	filet.	

4. Serve	the	cucumbers	on	the	side.

Serves 4 as an entrée

grilled salmon with
creamy dill cucumbers

This combination of rich salmon with cool, crisp 
cukes is sure to become a summertime staple. Dill 
cucumbers are delicious and easy to make—eat 
them with the salmon or on their own. I prefer 
crème fraîche in them, but you can use sour cream 
instead. Whether you grill the salmon over wood or 
charcoal—my preference—or on a gas grill, don’t 
over-heat it: you want the grill hot enough to give 
the fish some color but not so hot that it chars 
the flesh. 
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6 slices sourdough bread
¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

4 medium beefsteak tomatoes, 
washed and cored

One 4-ounce ball burrata
1 cup medley tomatoes

1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar 
Kosher salt and freshly ground 

black pepper 
12 small basil leaves

1.	Heat	a	grill	to	medium-high	heat.

2.	Brush	the	bread	slices	on	one	side	with	2	tablespoons	of	the	olive	
oil	and	place	them	on	the	grill,	oiled	sides	down.	Cook	until	they	get	
a	light,	evenly	colored	char,	moving	them	frequently.	Cut	the	grilled	
bread	in	half	and	set	aside.

3. Slice	the	beefsteak	tomatoes	into	¼-inch	slices	and	arrange	them	
on	a	large	plate,	overlapping	slightly.	Place	the	burrata	in	the	center	of	
the	tomatoes.	Halve	the	small	tomatoes	and	scatter	them	around	the	
plate.	Drizzle	the	vinegar	and	remaining	2	tablespoons	olive	oil	over	
all	the	tomatoes	and	season	generously	with	salt	and	pepper.	Garnish	
with	the	basil	leaves	and	serve	with	the	grilled	bread.

Serves 4 as an appetizer

summer tomatoes with 
burrata and grilled bread

The beauty of good tomatoes is that they need 
very little help to taste good. Medley tomatoes are 
grape and cherry tomatoes in a mix of colors, often 
heirloom varieties. Slice them at the last minute so 
they stay juicy. Burrata and grilled bread are the 
perfect partners to summer tomatoes—just be sure 
to use really good-quality olive oil and vinegar. And, 
if you don’t have a grill, feel free to toast the bread 
in the oven instead. 
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6 large russet potatoes
1 cup kosher salt, plus more 

for seasoning
4 cups canola oil

2 tablespoons chopped flat-leaf 
parsley leaves

Freshly ground black pepper

1.	Rinse	the	potatoes	and	cut	the	outside	edges	off	on	four	sides	so	
that	potatoes	sit	flat	on	a	cutting	board.	Cut	each	potato	into	3	pieces	
lengthwise,	and	then	cut	each	of	those	pieces	into	3	more	pieces	
lengthwise;	you	should	have	9	long,	thick	fries	from	each	potato.	Place	
the	potatoes	in	a	colander	and	rinse	them	under	cold	water	until	the	
water	runs	from	cloudy	to	clear;	this	will	take	a	few	minutes,	so	stir	
them	up	every	few	minutes	and	let	the	water	continue	to	run.

2.	Line	a	baking	sheet	with	a	dishtowel.	In	a	large	stockpot,	combine	
1	gallon	of	water	and	1	cup	salt	and	bring	to	a	boil.	Carefully	add	the	
potatoes	to	the	water	and	boil	them	until	they	are	just	cooked	through,	
about	12	minutes.	Use	a	slotted	spoon	or	skimmer	to	transfer	the	
potatoes	to	the	prepared	baking	sheet.	Let	the	potatoes	cool,	and	
then	place	the	whole	tray	in	the	freezer.	Once	frozen,	the	potatoes	can	
be	transferred	to	an	airtight	container	and	left	in	the	freezer.

3.	When	you’re	ready	to	fry,	place	the	oil	in	a	large,	straight-sided	
skillet	or	Dutch	oven	and	bring	to	350°F.	Line	a	plate	with	paper	
towels.	Take	the	fries	from	the	freezer	and,	using	tongs,	immediately	
transfer	them	to	the	frying	oil.	Cook	until	the	fries	are	golden	brown	
and	crispy,	8	to	9	minutes.	Transfer	the	fries	to	the	prepared	plate	and	
sprinkle	with	parsley.	Season	with	salt	and	pepper.	Serve	hot.

NOTE: My	go-to	oil	for	frying	is	canola.	It	holds	up	well	and	has	
a	neutral	flavor.	Vegetable,	soybean,	corn,	and	peanut	oils	are	
also	good	to	use.	Use	a	thermometer	to	make	sure	the	oil	is	the	
correct temperature.

Serves 4 as a side dish 242 fries

These fries became popular at my first restaurant, 
which was located at 242 Harvard Street, hence the 
name. Chef Jasper White once told me they were 
the best fries he had ever eaten—high praise from 
a New England icon. The restaurant had an amazing 
eleven-year run, and the fries live on. Instead of 
putting the potatoes in cold water and bringing 
them to a boil, I wait and add the potatoes once 
the water is boiling—this technique yields a great 
texture. Potatoes love salt, so don’t be afraid to 
season these heavily.
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Where did you grow up? How did it 
contribute to who you are today?
I grew up in Salisbury, a small town in 
Maryland. Even though I always wanted 
to get out and explore the world, I adore 
my hometown, and it definitely played a 
part in shaping me. The house I grew up 
in was built in the 1930s, and my mom 
filled it with beautiful antiques and art. 
My parents are avid thrifters, and I grew 
up going to yard sales and antiquing 
with them on weekends. They still go 
every weekend.

How long have you lived in LA? 
I’ve been in LA for twenty years now—
the longest I’ve lived anywhere. I love the 
diversity, the art, the culture, the fashion, 
the food, and the scenery.

What design eras are you drawn to 
the most?
I particularly love seventies and eighties 
design and feel that the quality of the 
pieces from those decades are far superior 
to most of the recreations you see today.

How would you describe your style?
It’s undeniably eclectic. I don’t get too 
caught up in sticking to one particular 
genre or style. I call myself “retro boho” 
and say that I live in a desert sunset. My 

KATIE ZAMPRIOLI DAZZLES THE SOCIAL MEDIA WORLD WITH HER KNACK FOR THRIFTING 
VINTAGE ITEMS AND INJECTING COLOR AND PATTERN INTO INTERIORS AND CLOTHING. 

interview with katie zamprioli |  written by shelley goldstein |  photography by katie zamprioli

A VINTAGE 
WONDERLAND
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“MY HOME AND STYLE 
ARE EVER-EVOLVING 
THINGS. I LOVE 
VINTAGE, PASTELS, 
PLANTS, AND 
POSTMODERNISM. 
I’VE DUBBED MY 
STYLE ‘THE LITTLE 
MERMAID IF SHE 
GREW UP TO BE A 
GOLDEN GIRL.’
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home and style are ever-evolving things. 
I love vintage, pastels, plants, and 
postmodernism. I’ve dubbed my style 
“The Little Mermaid if she grew up to be 
a Golden Girl.” 

What is it like being a public figure 
on Instagram? 
I love being a content creator and 
inspiring others through creativity, 
fashion, and design. I truly believe it’s my 
life’s purpose, and I find it so fulfilling 
and fun.

How did your social media 
popularity transpire? 
It happened quite organically. I didn’t 
initially intend on it becoming my 
full-time job. When we bought our first 
home in July 2017, I knew I wanted to 
document the process of decorating it on 
Instagram, and it kind of just took off. 
I started posting every day and became 
friends with a community of other decor 
lovers, and the rest is history. 

Are there aspects of it that have 
surprised you?
I don’t think I expected to find such 
an amazingly supportive and kind 
community. The decor community 
especially is all about building each other 
up and sharing in each other’s victories. 
It’s also a lot of work. I think many 
people assume you just snap a shot and 
boom, you’re an influencer. It actually 
takes about ten hours of work a day to 
be successful, and a lot of it is mundane. 
You also wear a lot of hats. Especially 
now with Reels, you are expected to be 
a director, actor, music supervisor, and 
editor, in addition to coming up with 
creative ideas.

Wallpaper: yea or nay?
I’m a big fan of wallpaper! The wallpaper 
in our living room (Cosmic Abstraction 

by Photowall) was the first wallpaper that 
my husband and I installed in the house. 
It took us about seven hours to do it, but 
we were so proud of ourselves. I still love 
it almost four years later. I was so nervous 
before I put it up because it was a bold 
statement, but I trusted my intuition. It 
was the first step toward really finding 
my voice in decor, and it kicked off my 
personality in the design world. I’ve now 
wallpapered eight walls.

What is your most treasured 
thrifted item? 
The large, vintage double-arc floor 
lamp by Nova of California in my 
living room was sourced for me by 
@thevintagetheory. It’s super rare, such 
a statement, and probably my favorite 
vintage find of all time. I also have a 
seashell lamp in my bedroom that my 
mom thrifted for me in Florida for two 
dollars, and I treasure it so much because 
it reminds me of her and Florida.
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How do you decide which art pieces 
to take home?
I gravitate toward pieces that evoke a 
strong feeling. Sometimes it’s wonder, 
excitement, or even disgust. I know that 
sounds weird, but I’m drawn to ugly 
pieces sometimes. I love pieces that are 
raw and vulnerable and make you think 
about the subject and how it relates to 
your own life. 

Have you always been this self-
assured? What advice would you 
give to people trying to find 
their style? 
I definitely have not always been this 
self-assured; years of therapy have helped 
me become the person I was meant to 
be. I think letting yourself and your 
process be somewhat uninhibited is 
truly the way to create a unique space. 
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“I THINK LETTING YOURSELF AND YOUR PROCESS BE 
SOMEWHAT UNINHIBITED IS TRULY THE WAY TO CREATE 
A UNIQUE SPACE. GRAVITATE TOWARD THE PIECES YOU 
LOVE, AND DON’T WORRY ABOUT WHAT OTHERS THINK 
OR WHAT’S POPULAR.”

Gravitate toward the pieces you love, 
and don’t worry about what others 
think or what’s popular. It’s important 
to take risks. Sometimes it works out 
and sometimes it doesn’t, but you find 
your true voice when you listen to it. 

Who do you look up to?  
I love Iris Apfel and aspire to be as 
fashionable as her at one hundred. Kelly 
Wearstler is an all-time favorite designer 
of mine. I love her bold and shapely 
choices and the way she executes 
her designs. They are the perfect 
juxtaposition of vintage and modern. 

What is your process when 
redesigning a room? 
I first envision the changes in my mind 
and create a mood board to make sure 
the room will look as good as what I’m 
planning in my head. I’ll start with 
the color and the feel of the space that 
I’m going for. I also choose a color or 
wallpaper for an accent wall. I like to 
keep things somewhat monochrome 
so it doesn’t feel like a circus. After 
deciding on a color, I’ll pick a big focal-
point piece for the space, like a couch 
or bed, and then continue building 
around that. 

How do you manage stress?
I write in a journal every morning when 
I wake up and make a gratitude list. I 
also meditate, listen to music, and get 
out in nature to destress. 

How important is purpose to you?
Purpose is what fuels me. I used to 
get depressed in my twenties when I 
couldn’t figure out what it was. I was 
a singer/songwriter for many years 
and thought it was my only purpose 
in life. When it didn’t work out, I was 
initially devastated. I’ve come to realize 
over time that inspiring people is my 
true purpose, and it’s as simple as that. 
Creativity on any level is what makes 
me happy, whether it’s music, decor, 
fashion, art, etc. I love when people tell 
me that I’ve inspired them to add more 
color, patterns, and plants to their home 
or to think outside the box and try a 
new hair color or to thrift—that brings 
me so much joy! 
For more info, follow @candycoloredhome 
on Instagram
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UNFORGETTABLE 
written by matthew brady |  photography by visit ferndale, unless noted

WHEN IT COMES TO PLANNING A SUMMER VACATION,  
what do you prefer: the beach, the mountains, adventurous hikes, 
or an escape to a quaint, old-fashioned hamlet? It turns out you 
don’t have to choose from these itineraries—a charming West 
Coast town offers all this and more.

Ferndale, California, is one of the best-kept secrets in the country. 
Tucked away between woods and water along the legendary 
Redwood Coast and located approximately 120 miles from 
Oregon, this town of around 1,400 people weaves a tapestry of 
the past with present-day sensibilities, making it a perfect summer 
travel destination.

FERNDALE
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ITS BUTTER BEGINNINGS
Ferndale was originally settled in 1852 
by Willard Allard and brothers Seth 
Louis Shaw and Stephen W. Shaw. The 
trio built a single cabin on a five-acre 
expanse of unsettled land near the Eel 
River that had been home to, among 
other vegetation, six-foot ferns (hence 
the name Ferndale). Two years later, Seth 
built the Shaw House, a much larger 
house that today serves as an inn.

Because of its prime pastoral location 
near the river, Ferndale quickly became 
known for its agriculture, especially 
dairy. By the 1890s, the town had eleven 
creameries, many of which were pioneers 
in their industry, resulting in the town’s 
original nickname, the Cream City. As 
a result of this dairy boom, Ferndale 
flourished in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century.

NATURE AT ITS FINEST
Today, the same rolling hills that made 
Ferndale a dairy dynasty only add to the 
bucolic feel of the town, but they’re just 
part of the amazing outdoor experience 

to be had here. For hikers, there may 
not be a better adventure anywhere 
in the country, thanks to its location 
along the Redwood Coast. Whether you 
travel twenty miles south to Humboldt 
Redwoods State Park or an hour north 
to Redwood National and State Parks, 
you’ll get to experience the state’s famous 
giant redwood trees firsthand. In town, a 
visit to Russ Park is a must. This 110-
acre nature preserve boasts a forest of 
Sitka spruce—a tree even rarer than a 
redwood—as well as miles of hiking trails 
and dozens of bird species. Hike to the 
trail top, and you’ll get a majestic bird’s-
eye view of the Victorian village below.

Are you more of a beach person? 
Ferndale has you covered with its access 
to the Lost Coast mere minutes away. 
Drive five miles west on Centerville Road 
(perhaps taking a tour of nineteenth-
century Fern Cottage en route), and 
you’ll reach Centerville Beach County 
Park, which offers access to an isolated, 
undisturbed beach and scores of wildlife. 
One mile south of Centerville Beach is 
Lost Coast Headlands, a 463-acre area 

“OF COURSE, THE PRIMARY 
ATTRACTION OF FERNDALE 
IS THE TOWN ITSELF, WHICH 
IS NOT ONLY A CALIFORNIA 
HISTORICAL LANDMARK 
BUT ALSO LISTED ON THE 
NATIONAL REGISTER OF 
HISTORIC PLACES. THE 
PLACE IS SO CHARMING, 
IT’S BEEN THE SETTING FOR 
SEVERAL MOVIE SHOOTS.”  

featuring beaches, mountainsides, creeks, 
ponds, and even more wildlife. You can 
easily spend all day exploring the coastal 
life between these destinations.

WHERE AMERICANA LIVES
Of course, the primary attraction of 
Ferndale is the town itself, which is not 
only a California Historical Landmark 
but also listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places. The place is so 
charming, it’s been the setting for several 
movie shoots. 

There are a plethora of things to do and 
see on Main Street, starting with gazing 
at the original Victorian architecture 
that lines the street. Examples of these 
ornate “Butterfat Palaces,” which earned 
their moniker because they were built 
off the success of the dairy rush, can be 
seen in the town’s businesses, venues, and 
places to stay. Some notable examples 
in the Main Street area include the 
Gingerbread Mansion Inn and the 
Victorian Inn—both opulent places to 
stay that immerse you in the Ferndale 
vibe—as well as the original Shaw House.

© Kai Quiara
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“ONCE YOU’VE 
FINISHED 
BROWSING 
THE TOWN’S 
LOCAL 
BUSINESSES, 
YOU SHOULD 
EXPLORE ITS 
REMARKABLE 
HISTORY. 
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As far as attractions, there’s something for 
everyone in Ferndale. You’ll find dozens 
of stores to peruse along Main Street, 
from art to music to food to apparel. 
The most noteworthy places to visit 
are the Blacksmith Shop, where you’ll 
find the largest collection of blacksmith 
work in the country, and Golden Gait 
Mercantile, a genuine, old-fashioned 
general store.

Once you’ve finished browsing the town’s 
local businesses, you should explore 
its remarkable history. For example, 
the aforementioned Fern Cottage is a 
rarity: generations of the same family 
have continued to live in the house 
since the 1870s. You can learn more 
about Ferndale’s history at the Ferndale 
Museum, which exhibits original farming 
machinery, Victorian display rooms, 
and even America’s oldest seismograph. 
Take a trip over Fernbridge, and you’ll 
be crossing the longest operational 
poured-concrete bridge in the world. 
And, as strange as it sounds, your trip 
won’t be complete unless you stop by the 
graveyard. With its original nineteenth-
century headstones, picturesque hillside 
location, and pastoral views, the Ferndale 
Cemetery is one of the town’s most 
popular attractions.

A TOWN FOR ALL SEASONS
A summertime trip to Ferndale is ideal 
thanks to its location near the coast and 
the average high temperatures barely 
touching 70 degrees all season long. 
Among its popular summertime events 
is the Humboldt County Fair, one of 
California’s oldest fairs, which celebrated 
its 125th year in 2021. Here you can 
enjoy carnival rides, arts and crafts, 
exhibits, and more at the Humboldt 
County Fairgrounds.

However, Ferndale is a wonderful town 
to visit all year round. For example, in 
spring you can wait at the finish line of 
America’s oldest kinetic sculpture race, 
and in autumn you can unwind at the 
Lost Coast Beer and Bocce Festival and 
take in Ferndale Concours on Main, 
a classic car competition. If you trek 
here during the holiday season, you’ll 
feel like you’re experiencing a true 
Victorian holiday—businesses and homes 
throughout the town are adorned with 
lights and other holiday splendor, as is 
the tallest living Christmas tree in 
the country.

Whether you come for the quaint 
architecture, ample acres of forest, 
pristine miles of coastline, or the 
opportunity to enjoy the authentically 
laid-back, nostalgic vibe, you’re 
guaranteed to have a memorable time in 
historic Ferndale.
For more info, go to visitferndale.com 
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THE TREE 
WHISPERER

interview with mike gibson |  written by matthew brady |  photography as noted

TOPIARY ARTIST MIKE GIBSON DISCUSSES HIS INFLUENCES, HIS 
METHODS, AND HOW BEAUTIFUL GREENERY CAN IMPACT LIVES.

© Lamar Sykes
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How did you get interested in 
topiary design? Who influenced you?
I grew up in an artistic household. My 
father was an award-winning artist and 
taught me how to draw as a child, and 
that translated into the yard. I started 
learning how to cut bushes at age seven, 
which became a side hobby. By ten, I 
was working on neighbors’ yards, and by 
twelve I was doing work for people in 
the community. 

In 2014, something just clicked. I started 
looking at trees differently and got more 
creative with topiary. I called it property 
art because I was beautifying properties. 

When I showed my dad what I’d created, 
he said it reminded him of Pearl Fryar. I 
didn’t know who that was, so I researched 
him. I was blown away that someone 
had already been doing this for such a 
long time. 

Then I took out every topiary book I 
could from the library. In doing so, I 
learned about a British topiary artist 
named Jake Hobson, who was influenced 
by seventeenth-century Zen gardens 
and Japanese landscaping artistry called 
niwaki. Thanks to my dad, Pearl Fryar, 
and Jake Hobson, I found my mission: to 
create topiaries.

© Mike Gibson

© Mike Gibson
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Will you talk about how you 
beautified your hometown of 
Youngstown, Ohio?
I was living in Columbus and then 
moved back to Youngstown in 2014 to 
help beautify and revitalize it. One thing 
led to another, and soon I had a booming 
business. I decided I wanted to do 
something ambitious, and with our area 
code being 330, I set out to create 330 
topiaries. It took me six years to finish 
that mission, and I’ve done over 400 total 
in Ohio. Until 2020, topiary was my side 
hustle; 2021 was the first year I did it 
full time.

Did you get to meet Pearl Fryar? 
How did it impact you?
I met Pearl for the first time in 2016. It 
was such a mind-blowing, life-changing 
experience. We walked around his 
famous garden in South Carolina, and 
I asked him a million questions. He 
gave me advice about using zip ties and 
wires and different kinds of binding 
techniques you’d find in bonsais, and I’ve 
applied all that knowledge to my work in 
Youngstown. I’ve gone back every year to 
meet Pearl and even proposed to my wife 
in front of his Love Garden.

When visiting Pearl in 2021, I learned 
that people were working to preserve 
his garden, and I wanted to be part of 
that mission. After seeing my work, they 
added me to the team to do the fine-
tuning and restore many of the sculptures 
to a more pristine look. They hired me 
for twelve months as a topiary artist and 
an instructor along with Pearl. I moved to 
South Carolina and am now restoring the 
gardens, teaching an apprentice, conducting 
tours, and soliciting volunteers. 

© Mike Gibson
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When you work on a topiary project, 
can you immediately envision what 
you’ll do?
Good question. When I first started, 
I’d sketch everything out, a habit I 
learned from my father and fine-art 
school. I also cut and sculpted hair with 
my mom, which helped me to see bushes 
a little differently. 

Nowadays, I’m more like a tree 
whisperer. The trees tell me what they 
want to be, and I listen. I can see the 
lines, curves, and images very fast. 
I’m also inspired by the client and the 
surroundings—I want the sculptures 
to be intentional and tell stories. I also 
like to do what I call illusion art, where 
you see different things based on your 
perspective. So as you walk around the 
sculpture, it’ll constantly change. 

What are your go-to tools for 
such work? 
I wear a utility belt with six different 
shears, a pair of snips, which allows me 
to get closer to the trunk of the tree, 
and two pairs of hand shears, which are 
like giant scissors with long blades. I’m 
ambidextrous, so I clip with both hands. 
Ninety percent of my sculptures have 
been created by hand, which sets me 
apart from everyone else.

“NOWADAYS, I’M 
MORE LIKE A 
TREE WHISPERER. 
THE TREES TELL 
ME WHAT THEY 
WANT TO BE, AND 
I LISTEN. I CAN 
SEE THE LINES, 
CURVES, AND 
IMAGES VERY FAST. 
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Are you a big fan of Edward 
Scissorhands?
Of course! In fact, my nickname is 
Gibby Scissorhands because people saw 
my Instagram videos and thought I was 
cutting really fast like the character. It 
got shortened even more to GibbySiz 
by a casting director when I did the 
Discovery+ show Clipped.

How was your experience 
on Clipped?
It was amazing, and I learned a lot. I’ve 
been interviewed a lot about topiary, but 
being in front of that many cameras for 
twelve hours is challenging. And Martha 
Stewart is intimidating. I was starstruck 
by her but even more so by Chris 
Lambton because I had binge-watched 
his show, Yard Crashers, before doing the 
show. It was surreal.

This seems like a creative yet 
exacting line of work. Is it difficult to 
juggle the two?
I have three fundamentals for topiary: 
you must be confident in your vision, 
believe in yourself, and be patient with 

your technique. I compare topiary with 
life—you’ve got to be able to prune off 
some of your bad habits to be more 
successful. For topiary to come alive, 
you must prune some of the dead 
branches off. If you cut off something 
unintentionally, that’s OK; it’ll either 
grow back or it’s an opportunity to do 
something new. And if you’re not patient, 
topiary isn’t for you. Some designs 
take years to come to life. However, 
after working so long on my craft, I 
like instant gratification. I want to 
immediately transform a landscape 
to make people take notice when they 
drive by.

How can good topiary design benefit 
a home and a community?
In my opinion, it’s the best thing you 
can do to improve your curb appeal. It 
can raise your property value because 
the first thing a prospective buyer sees 
is the outside, and it immediately adds 
an artistic look to your property. It’s no 
longer just a landscape—it’s a creative, 
elevated landscape. 

It might be even more important 
to a community. Studies show that 
having more topiary in an area reduces 
crime. In general, the more beautiful 
a neighborhood becomes, the more 

© Mike Gibson

© Mike Gibson

© discovery+
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appreciative the residents will be. There’s 
a domino effect: neighbors will want to 
keep up with the Joneses. You don’t want 
to be that neighbor who doesn’t cut their 
grass or doesn’t trim their bushes.

Which project are you proudest of?
That’s tough. Each sculpture is unique. 
But I’m proud of the sculptures I’ve 
done at Fellows Riverside Gardens in 
Youngstown’s Mill Creek Park, where I 
was a topiary artist-in-residence. I created 
ten different topiaries for the park’s 
sixtieth anniversary, and they’re still 
there today. That’s my prized possession; 
instead of sending people to a house to 
see my work, I’ll send them there. They 
named me Artist of the Year in 2018, 

which is special because I’ve visited the 
park my whole life.

Does your yard look pristine all 
the time?
It does. [Laughs] Honestly, when I lived 
in Youngstown, it kind of got away 
from me because I was taking care of 
everybody else’s. However, I’ve kept up 
with my yard here in South Carolina and 
even did my neighbor’s. I’m trying to 
make a mark wherever I go.
For more info, visit gibsontopiary.com

“[MY EXPERIENCE 
ON CLIPPED] WAS 
AMAZING. I’VE BEEN 
INTERVIEWED A LOT 
ABOUT TOPIARY, 
BUT BEING IN FRONT 
OF THAT MANY 
CAMERAS FOR 
TWELVE HOURS IS 
CHALLENGING.”

© discovery+
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AT THE
INTERSECTION
OF COLOR
AND LIGHT

americanlifestylemag.com | 43  

What did the path to artist look like for you?
I drew and painted all through my childhood and 
teenage years. However, as a teenager, I couldn’t 
connect with the concept of being a professional 
artist, so when I finished high school and started 
college, I decided to study architecture. I felt that 
would allow me to be creative and make a living. 
As I became more involved with architecture, 
I realized I didn’t care for drafting. (This was 
precomputer.) I changed schools and studied 
graphic design and advertising. I truly enjoyed 
this direction and worked for an advertising 
agency after graduating. I learned in the design 
world that creativity has value, and, after three 
years, I took a leap of faith and pursued a career 
in fine art while supporting myself with freelance 
design jobs.

DENVER-BASED ARTIST DESMOND O’HAGAN HIGHLIGHTS 
THE IMPORTANCE OF TRAVEL AND NEW EXPERIENCES 

AS A CONDUIT TO MAKING GREAT ARTWORK. 

 interview with desmond o’hagan |  written by shelley goldstein
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Where did you grow up? What 
impression did that leave on you, and 
how does it carry through in your 
life now?
My father was in the US Air Force, and 
our family lived in Germany, Virginia, 
Alaska, and New Mexico. These were 
great experiences for a young person, 
and they gave me a thirst for travel and 
a desire to seek new experiences. To 
this day, my travel experiences greatly 
enhance my art.

“I ENJOY A VARIETY 
OF SUBJECTS, BUT I 
CONTINUALLY RETURN TO 
SCENES INVOLVING PEOPLE 
AND ARCHITECTURE. IN 
AIMING FOR UNIQUENESS 
IN MY PAINTINGS, I ENJOY 
COMBINING ABSTRACT 
SHAPES THAT CREATE A 
REPRESENTATIONAL SCENE.”
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Will you talk about a memorable 
travel experience?
My wife and I were in Collioure, along 
the coast of southern France. I’m always 
looking to photograph dramatic scenes 
for reference material, so sometimes 
I push the envelope in capturing 
them. I was standing at the end of a 
concrete pier that very large waves were 
crashing into. I got the shot, and my 
wife watched the next big wave drench 
me and almost knock me off into the 
water. I guess you do have to suffer for 
your art.

nineteenth-century Russian, French, 
American, and Spanish painters.

How do you approach a 
fresh canvas?
When I approach a fresh canvas or 
sheet of paper, I usually sketch out 
the scene in charcoal or Conté crayon 
to know where the important shapes 
are. From there, the process involves 
experimenting with color combinations 
and developing a sense of light, which is 
a primary focus of my paintings.

What is your preferred 
subject matter? 
I enjoy a variety of subjects, but I 
continually return to scenes involving 
people and architecture. In aiming for 
uniqueness in my paintings, I enjoy 
combining abstract shapes that create a 
representational scene. I love working 
with texture, color, and light.

What do you like about oils 
and pastels? 
I like oils for their smoothness and 
buttery quality and pastels for their 
immediate bold effect and purity 
of color.

What is the atmosphere of your 
studio? Are you a morning person 
or a night owl?
I’m a midday-to-night owl type of 
painter. My studio is about 600 square 
feet with vaulted ceilings and plenty of 
light. The atmosphere is calm, which 
is advantageous when the painting 
process is unpredictable. I always have 
music playing and enjoy the solitude of 
working at the easel.

How do you handle creative 
frustration or burnout?
Frustration is part of the process and 

Do you have a life philosophy or 
motto of sorts that informs how 
you live? 
My life philosophy is centered around 
seeking new experiences, continuing to 
study and appreciate art in the world’s 
museums, and striving to be the best I 
can be in my chosen profession.

What kind of people inspire you?
I’m inspired by people who are truly 
gifted in their profession and handle it 
with sincere humility. In reference to 
artists, I’m inspired by many of the late 
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“MY ADVICE IS TO KEEP SHOWING UP EVERY 
DAY WITH PATIENCE. THIS PROFESSION IS 
ENTIRELY SELF-MOTIVATED AND CAN BE 
DRAINING AT TIMES, BUT WHEN GOALS ARE 
ACHIEVED, THE FEELING IS INDESCRIBABLE.

must be handled with patience. Many 
years ago, I realized this endeavor was 
a marathon and not a sprint. If I’m 
frustrated, I always have tomorrow to 
figure it out. I can’t accept burnout 
because I’m completely unqualified for 
any other profession.

Has there been a point in your career 
where you felt like you made it?
I’ve had some truly nice achievements 
in my painting career, including 
awards, international exhibits, magazine 
articles, and paintings purchased for 
prestigious public and private collections. 
But saying, “I’ve made it” would be 
counterproductive and misguided 
considering the vast scope of the 
art world.

How long have you been teaching 
workshops? How does teaching 
make you feel?
I taught my first workshop in 1999. I try 
to arrange four or five oil and/or pastel 
painting workshops a year across the 
country and occasionally internationally. 
In addition to getting me out of the 
studio and meeting new people, I truly 
enjoy sharing information that can help 
artists achieve their goals. It’s a great 
feeling to see someone grasp a concept 
that opens a new direction for their art.
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What advice would you give artists 
who are doubting themselves?
Doubt, frustration, and overthinking are 
very common and expected responses 
in an art career. My advice is to keep 
showing up every day with patience. This 
profession is entirely self-motivated and 
can be draining at times, but when goals 
are achieved, the feeling is indescribable.

What does “living the dream” mean 
to you?
“Living the dream” to me is making a 
living while pursuing the dream. My 
experience in the design and marketing 

world provided a great foundation 
to promote my art and work directly 
with clients. Living the dream requires 
both creating and selling. Maintaining 
my website and having a presence on 
Facebook and Instagram are crucial parts 
of my success.

In the alternate reality movie of your 
life, where would you be living and 
what job would you have?
I would say since I love history, a 
historian living in Europe, preferably 
Paris or Florence.

Do you think it’s possible to be 
satisfied as an artist?
Absolutely, with the knowledge that 
satisfaction comes with the challenge of 
the next painting, not just the past ones. 
I’m constantly challenging myself and 
seeking new directions, and feel very 
fortunate to be able to do what I do. 
That’s contentment.
For more info, visit desmondohagan.com 
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How the heck do I 
pronounce this?
Axolotls (ACK-suh-LAH-tuhls) 
were named after Xolotl, the Aztec 
god of fire and lightning, who 
could shape-shift into a salamander. 
The word “axolotl” translates to 
“water monster.”

What is it?
The axolotl is a salamander native to 
the lakes and canals of Xochimilco 
in the southern part of Mexico City. 
This amphibian feeds mostly on 
small fish, worms, insect larvae, and 
tiny crustaceans.

Are all axolotls pink?
Actually, most axolotls, especially 
ones found in the wild, are greenish-
brown or black. The pink and white 
ones are called leucistic, which is 
a condition of reduced pigment. 
Leucistic axolotls descended from 
a mutant male that was shipped to 
Paris in 1863.

How do they breathe?
Those feathery antlers on either side 
of their head are actually gills that 
provide the axolotl with oxygen. 
Adult axolotls have lungs, but they 
still rely primarily on their gills 
to breathe. 

What is their life span?
They can live for about ten to 
fifteen years. 

How do I keep one as 
a pet?
They thrive best on their own in 
a fish tank that’s at least fifteen to 
twenty gallons in size. Keep their 
water cool and the light dim. Axolotls 
are carnivores and can be fed things 
like brine shrimp and blood worms. 
They are illegal in some states, due to 
their classification as exotic wildlife, 
so check your local pet laws.  

If they are a critically 
endangered species, why 
do so many people have 
them as pets?
Axolotls in the wild are facing habitat 
loss, pollution, and the introduction 
of invasive predatory species like 
tilapia and carp. It’s estimated there 
are now fewer than 1,000 of them 
in the wild. However, they do well 
in captivity and are often studied for 
their unique characteristics.

What kind of unique 
characteristics?
They are neotenic, meaning they 
retain their juvenile traits. They 
have been dubbed the Peter Pan of 
salamanders because they rarely grow 
out of their aquatic phase to begin 
life on land. They can also regenerate 
their limbs, tails, organs, parts of 
their eyes, and even portions of 
their brains. 

AN AXOLOTL MAY NOT BE A SNUGGLY PET, 
BUT THESE LITTLE AMPHIBIANS WITH THEIR 
PERMA-SMILES ARE ENTERTAINING TO 
WATCH AND RELATIVELY LOW MAINTENANCE. 

ALL ABOUT 
AXOLOTLS
written by shelley goldstein |  photograph by cynoclub
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