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ABOVE: IN THE SHADE AT POPULAR EATERY FOOD SHARK, WHERE THE TRAIN TRACKS
CROSS HIGHLAND AVENUE. THE UNION PACIFIC FREIGHT TRAINS RUN THROUGH THE
MIDDLE OF TOWN EVERY DAY; FOOD SHARK PATRONS STOP THEIR CONVERSATION
AS THE TRAINS BLOW THEIR LOUD HORNS AT THE CROSSING. ABOVE RIGHT:
MUSICIAN DOUG MORELAND RELAXES BEFORE A GIG AT PADRE'S, A DANCE HALL-
CUM-GAMES ROOM. PRICKLY PEAR, BELOW LEFT, IS A PROLIFIC PLANT IN THIS AREA,
AND IS USED TO MAKE YELLOW JACKET PRICKLY PEAR SYRUP, POPULAR IN COCKTAILS
AT RESTAURANTS MAIYA’S AND JETT'S GRILL. CARMEN'S CAFE, BELOW RIGHT,

IS KNOWN FOR ITS FRESHLY FRIED DOUGHNUTS. BELOW, FAR RIGHT: A DETAIL

OF 100 UNTITLED WORKS IN MILL ALUMINUM (1982-1986) BY DONALD JUDD.

MARFA IS NOT on the interstate; it’s not near a big city, a major airport
or an outlet mall. It doesn’t have a McDonalds, a Starbucks, or most
of the other familiar signs of global commercialism, just a solitary Dairy
Queen. Despite the more than a dozen trains that run through the
centre of town every day, like the tumbleweeds that blow across
Highway 90 in the winter months, the trains never stop. The sign on
the edge of town announces the population: 2121.

The first time [ visited Marfa was in 2004 after a weekend of hiking,
rafting and horseback riding in Big Bend National Park. I had taken the
infamous and spectacular River Road up from Terlingua Ghost Town,
Texas, and was still caked in the mud of the Rio Grande. It was the
middle of August, one of the hottest months of the year in far west
Texas, but by dusk, as I pulled around the bend, past the kilometre-
long alignment of artist Donald Judd’s concrete blocks, and first saw the
town of Marfa, the sting was out of the sun, the sky was the colour of
Russian sage and the warm peach of the majestic Presidio County
Courthouse almost glowed in the background. It was close to perfect.

[ pulled into the historic Hotel Paisano, which had first lured me to
the town. Often abandoned after interstates are built or when train
services come to an end, these small southwestern towns are typically
a snapshot of another time and either slowly blow away over the years
or are torn down. Preservation efforts are usually centred on the grand
hotels that were the social hubs of their time. While Marfa is hardly
a town blowing in the wind, its hotel is a treasure (and a National
Historic Landmark). The Paisano was designed by Henry Trost (built
by Charles Bassett in 1930) and is famous for being the home-away-#
from-home for the cast of George Stevens’ 1956 film Gias ?
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TOP ROW, FROM LEFT: SOLDIERS’
PAINTINGS COMPLETED CIRCA
1930-40 IN THE MESS HALL OF
FORMER FORT D.A. RUSSELL, WHERE
THE CHINATI FOUNDATION IS BASED;
LOCAL BUILDER PAUL DUNHAM.
EVERYONE KNOWS EVERYONE IN

THIS TOWN, AND IT'S THE COMMUNITY
SPIRIT THAT DRAWS PEOPLE TO MOVE
HERE; THE PIZZA FOUNDATION'S
OWNERS COME FROM BOSTON,

A TOWN KNOWN FOR GOOD PIZZA.
IT'S HOUSED IN AN OLD GAS STATION.
LEFT: THE VIEW FROM THE TOP OF
THE COURTHOUSE. ABOVE: THE BOOT
SELECTION AT JM DRY GOODS, A SHOP
THAT SELLS ‘TEXICAN’ CLOTHING

AND HOMEWARES. ABOVE RIGHT:
THE INTERIOR OF THE PIZZA
FOUNDATION. RIGHT: TEXAS
THEATER, ONE OF TWO MARFA

MOVIE THEATRES BUILT IN THE 1930s.
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LOCALS PEER AT ARTWORK BY CHINATI ARTIST-IN-RESIDENCE ELLEN ALTFEST, ABOVE LEFT. ABOVE:
THE LOBBY OF HOTEL PAISANO, BUILT IN 1930, MOST FAMOUS AS THE HOME-AWAY-FROM-HOME
FOR JAMES DEAN DURING THE FILMING OF GEORGE STEVENS' 1956 FILM GIANT. A CHINATI
FOUNDATION RECEPTION FOR ELLEN ALTFEST, LEFT. THE HOTEL PAISANO POOL, BELOW. LOCALS
RONNIE JOHNSON AND NALU GRUSCHKUS SIT OUTSIDE FRAMA COFFEE SHOP, BELOW RIGHT.




PRADA MARFA, A PERMANENT SCULPTURE BY BERLIN ARTISTS MICHAEL ELMGREEN AND INGAR DRAGSET
(NOT OPEN FOR BUSINESS). LOCAL FURNITURE PARTNERS, CONSTANCE HOLT AND JAMEY GARZA, RIGHT.
LANDSCAPER ANDY SCHNEIDER, BELOW, PARKED OUTSIDE JM DRY GOODS. BELOW RIGHT: A DISHAT
COCHINEAL: TASMANIAN SALMON WITH POTATOES AND BRUSSELS SPROUTS ROASTED IN PARCHMENT
AND TOPPED WITH PICO DE GALLO, AND THE RESTAURANT'S COURTYARD, BELOW FAR RIGHT.

Y i

-

I reserved room 223, the unassumingly small room at the top of the
stairs that James Dean called home when he stayed in Marfa.

On that first trip, I made the beginner’s mistake of arriving early in
the week and found most stores and restaurants closed, except for the
impressive Marfa Book Company. On my next visit, I arrived when
things were actually open, towards the weekend. I walked the fields
around Judd’s concrete blocks and toured the works of artist Dan
Flavin in the repurposed army barracks of The Chinati Foundation’s
art museum. I spent the late afternoon in what had been the personal
residence of Judd, who had a long and prolific association with the
town, and learned a little about his ideas of minimalist art in a harsh
environment. Wandering the quiet streets, I loved the town even
more; was it the breadth of Highland Avenue? Was it the ghostly
faded signage on so many of the old commercial buildings? The mix
of crumbling adobe ruins among those starkly remodelled, surrounded
by geographically appropriate xeriscaping? It might have been the
pristinely preserved Judd Foundation buildings on Highland, an apt
commemoration of his contribution to the town in which he bought
several properties, or the crumbly Fort D.A Russell building, due
to be immortalised by artist Robert Irwin.
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A LUXURY TRAILER PARK, EL COSMICO IS A RARE
BREED. ACCORDING TO ITS CREATOR, LIZ LAMBERT,

IT’S “PART VINTAGE TRAILER, YURT AND TEEPEE HOTEL
AND CAMPGROUND, PART CREATIVE LAB, GREENHOUSE
AND AMPHITHEATRE". IT OPENED IN 2009 AND SITS

ON A SEVEN-HECTARE PLOT OF LAND. GUESTS CAN
RENT A YURT - OR ‘ECO SHACK' - ABOVE, OR A VINTAGE
TRAILER, LEFT AND ABOVE LEFT, BEAUTIFULLY RESTORED
1950s MODELS WITH ALL THE MOD CONS. COMMUNAL
SPACES AT EL COSMICO INCLUDE AN ELM GROVE FULL
OF HAMMOCKS, AND AN OUTDOOR KITCHEN AND
DINING SPACE. BELOW: WAITRESS SUSANNAH LIPSEY

AT MAIYA'S, CHEF MAIYA KECK'S UPSCALE RESTAURANT
SERVING NORTHERN ITALIAN PASTAS.







