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NEWBERN, Ala. — I’m standing at the top of a
100-foot birding tower in Perry Lakes Park, the
platform at eye level with the tree canopy and over-
looking a magnificent topography of oxbow lakes
and tupelo and cypress swamp. 

What’s extraordinary about this tower is that it
was designed and built by four undergraduate ar-
chitecture students of Auburn University’s Rural
Studio. I’ve come here to western Alabama with An-
drew Freear, the director of the program, to explore
some of the latest design feats by students who
have, over the past 17 years, created modest yet in-
novative homes and community spaces for the resi-
dents of Hale County and its surrounds.

It all began in 1993, with a smokehouse made of
salvaged concrete and road signs; the following
year, it was an elegant home built from hay bales.
The program was co-founded by the architect Sam-
uel ‘‘Sambo’’ Mockbee, who believed that architec-
ture could be used with creativity and environmen-
tal sensitivity to improve the living and working
conditions of one of the country’s most impover-
ished regions. 

Hale County was memorably portrayed by pho-
tographer Walker Evans and writer James Agee in
‘‘Let Us Now Praise Famous Men,’’ the Depression-
era book of text and images. Students move here to
live, design, and work on projects with the commu-
nity, for periods lasting up to a year or more. Mock-
bee died in 2001 at 57, soon after winning a MacAr-
thur ’’genius grant,’’ but his goal ‘‘not to have a
warm, dry house, but to have a warm, dry house
with a spirit to it’’ continues to be realized year in
and year out. 

More than 80 projects have followed the smoke-
house. Recently, the focus has shifted to ambitious,
multi-year projects that benefit larger portions of
the community around the tiny town of Newbern,
where the Rural Studio is situated, about an hour
and 45 minutes from Birmingham. The newer pub-
lic projects also make it easier for architecture fans
to access and appreciate the designs. Travelers can
tour the studio, and pick up a map to visit the peo-
ple and projects that bring a striking kind of beauty
and grace to this part of the rural South.

At the birding tower, students used materials
from a donated fire tower and, along with the con-
struction of walkways, a bridge, restrooms, and a
swooping picnic pavilion, gave unparalleled access
to a protected woodland landscape that had been
closed to the public for 30 years.

‘‘I hope that a project like this shows what you
can do here. It celebrates the natural beauty of the
place. If we tried to do this in Central Park, they
would have said absolutely not, look at the liability,’’
Freear said, as we stood amid the swaying treetops.
‘‘But down here, they say, Why not? And the kids
figured out how to do it.’’ 

We had begun the day by walking around the
outdoor live-work ‘‘pods’’ of the studio, which were

constructed by students in the early years as the
precursor to big public projects. The small one-
room pods are eclectic and ingenious: One was
built out of stacks of wax-impregnated cardboard
used in meat and fish packaging, the kind that can-
not be recycled. 

The pods show off all kinds of bells and whistles:
fancy design experiments tried at once on a single
structure. ‘‘But inside, you’ll find a typical kid’s
messy sophomore dorm room,’’ Freear said.

Nearby, there were reminders of other experi-
ments: bits of misprinted white marble tombstones
used to reimagine the Hale County Hospital court-
yard as a tranquil garden retreat, a large latticed
truss for a pedestrian bridge, constructed with for-
est thinnings from nearby Talladega National For-
est. 

During my visit, students finished the final con-
crete pour on the Lions Park skatepark in Greens-
boro, nine miles north of Newbern; it’s an awe-

some, multiple-lane monument to play that was
funded by the Tony Hawk Foundation. Its grand
opening was held in April, with skateboarding
teams from all over Alabama trying out tricks; it
was also opening day in the park’s ballfields, which,
along with the whimsical mouth-shaped concession
stand, walking paths, restrooms, and colorful main
gate, were created by Rural Studio students.

With Steve Long and John Marusich, former stu-
dents and current instructors, as my companions, I
also visited the recently completed Akron Boys and
Girls Club, a soaring curved metal and wood struc-
ture that resembles an airplane hangar and houses
an outdoor basketball court and recreation center.
Inside, we chatted with the mayor, Stanley Holly,
who happened to be visiting, while a handful of
kids horsed around the foosball tables.

Current projects include a gallery space for the
Safe House, a black history museum in Greensboro,
where the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. was hidden

two weeks before his assassination, and an ambi-
tious new partnership with the national forest.

Lately, there has been renewed attention to the
Rural Studio. A new film, ‘‘Citizen Architect: Samu-
el Mockbee and the Spirit of the Rural Studio,’’ pro-
duced by Sam Wainwright Douglas, Mockbee’s son-
in-law, will air Aug. 23 on PBS. An exhibit at the
Museum of Modern Art in October will showcase
some of the studio’s recent work. 

One evening, as the sun was setting and golden
light shimmered through the trees on my way into
town, I spotted people ballroom dancing in a store
in Greensboro called PieLab. It is a combination pie
shop and experimental graphic design firm that be-
gan last summer as a pop-up store. The PieLab staff
also trains local students twice a week in hospital-
ity. 

The pleasures of a visit to this region are many:
forward-thinking design, natural beauty, a friendly,
laid-back character. I met a woman visiting from
Seattle who told me that she loves talking to people
here: ‘‘They make the tension drain out of my neck.’’

Jennifer Bonner, 30, a Rural Studio alumna who
teaches and runs a small design firm in Los Ange-
les, said, ‘‘The genius of the Rural Studio is that
Sambo set it up in a very specific place that cannot
be replicated in any other place in the world.’’

Bonnie Tsui can be reached at www.bonnietsui.com.

Rural Alabama lures students and sightseers
Architecture program aims
to benefit the impoverished

What to do
Rural Studio
Morrisette House
8448 Hwy. 61, Newbern
334-624-4483; www.ruralstudio.com
Call ahead for tours, or pick up a free
illustrated map of key projects.
Where to stay
The Muckle House
2005 Main St., Greensboro
334-624-8374
A bed-and-breakfast in a lovely tree-shaded
1906 Victorian. Guest rooms have canopied
beds and period furnishings, and proprietor
Winnie Cobbs makes a mean eggs Benedict.
Rooms from $85.
Where to eat
Places like Pleasant Valley Grocery
(29145 Hwy. 25, Greensboro; 334-624-
3040) act as one-stop shopping in the re-
gion: gas station, general store, restaurant,
and social center all rolled into one. And the
food at these establishments is the best.
PieLab
1317 Main St., Greensboro
www.pielab.org
A slice of pie $2, lunch special of savory
galette plus organic salad and sweet tea
$5.99. 

If you go . . .

MELISSA DENNEY, AUBURN UNIVERSITY RURAL STUDIO ARCHITECTURE PROJECT

The view from the top of the 100-foot birding tower at Perry Lakes Park in Newbern, Ala. It
offers the public access to a protected woodland landscape that had been closed for 30 years.

DANNY WICKE, AUBURN UNIVERSITY RURAL STUDIO ARCHITECTURE PROJECT

Rose Lee’s House, left, in Footwash, Ala., was a project of the students in Auburn University’s
rural architecture program. Another was this eighth version of Dave’s House, a $20,000 house.

SEPT. 17-18 
GEORGETOWN, TEXAS
Up the Chisholm Trail Cattle Drive & Chuckwag-
on Cook-off: The local history museum sponsors
this throwback to the Old West with cowboys in
period costume herding longhorn cattle along the
San Gabriel riverbanks, the cook-off, and an honest-
to-goodness roping and riding rodeo. Chuckwagon
teams in period costume (no zippers on the jeans)
cook over wood fires. Meals consist of meat, pota-
toes, and beans — with peach cobbler for dessert.
Musicians and cowboy poets entertain. Kids’ teams
cook on Friday evening, adults on Saturday after-
noon. San Gabriel Park; admission free, fees for
food. 512-943-1670, www.upthechisholmtrail.org

SEPT. 9-11 
MARION, OHIO
Marion Popcorn Festival: For a last gasp of sum-
mer, join 250,000 people to see the parade, minigolf
and bowling tournaments, 5K road and 100K bike
races, popcorn cooking contest, and not one but
four popcorn-themed beauty and talent pageants.
In case you hadn’t guessed, Marion grows a lot of
corn for popping. Food concessions include bour-
bon popcorn balls and old-fashioned kettle pop-
corn. And to wash down that popcorn, there are
several beer gardens. Don’t miss the Wyandot Pop-
corn Museum at Heritage Hall, next to the festival
grounds. Downtown Marion; admission free.
740-387-3378, www.popcornfestival.com

SEPT. 18-OCT. 4 
MUNICH
177th Munich Oktoberfest: In 1810, the first
Oktoberfest was held to celebrate the marriage of a
Bavarian prince, and the crowning event of the
five-day festivities was a horse race. Now Oktober-
fest starts in September and lasts for more than two
weeks with beer gardens, oompah bands, concerts,
and consumption of Bavarian beer. We love the
horse-drawn beer wagons leading some of the
parades. Six million people attend, so get your
lodging ASAP. Throughout Munich; admission free,
fees for food and drink. 011-49-89-233-96-500,
www.muenchen.de

SEPT. 24-26 
LAS CRUCES, N.M.
The Whole Enchilada Fiesta: Now in its 30th year,
this family-oriented festival revolves around the
creation of the world’s largest flat enchilada. Imag-
ine a corn tortilla that weighs 250 pounds and
requires 14 men to carry it to a special vat of oil
heated to 550 degrees. And that’s just the first step

in making the enchilada, which, once finished, is
cut into pieces and distributed to fiesta-goers. As
befits the crossroads of the Southwest, concerts
range from mariachi to funk, Spanish to jazz, cow-
boy to Tejano. We wager it’s the only food festival
with a competitive horseshoes (huacas) tourna-
ment. 1600 East Hadley Ave.; general admission
$3, children under age 7 free; beer garden admis-
sion $5. 575-526-1938, www.enchiladafiesta.com

PLAN AHEAD

OCT. 21-24 
OXFORD, MISS.
Southern Foodways Symposium: Southerners
have known for generations that it’s not enough just
to love food — you should also love talking about it.

This annual symposium is an excuse for cooks,
chefs, food writers, critics, and just plain curious
eaters to gather on the Ole Miss campus for hours of
discussion and lots of lunches and dinners in and
around Oxford. This year’s theme is ‘‘The Global
South,’’ with an emphasis on links between Cuban
and Southern cooking. Various campus locations;
symposium fee $585 for nonmembers of the South-
ern Food Alliance. Online registration only.
662-915-5993, www.southernfoodways.com

PATRICIA HARRIS & DAVID LYON

Events are sometimes canceled, rescheduled, or sold
out; check online. Patricia Harris and David Lyon
can be reached at harris.lyon@verizon.net. Read
their food and travel blog at www.hungrytravelers
.com.

ELLEN DAVIS (TOP); WILLIAMSON MUSEUM

Everyone but the cows is in period costume for the Up the Chisholm Trail Cattle Drive &
Chuckwagon Cook-off in Georgetown, Texas. Cowboys drive Texas longhorn cattle along the San
Gabriel River and cooks compete at chuckwagons, all of them using the same basic foods.

Francis Ford Coppola’s ‘‘Lights, Camera, Ad-
venture’’ package premieres Aug. 22, offering trav-
elers an all-inclusive, 10-day trip to the director’s
upscale Central American resorts. Visit the eco-
friendly rain forest resort Blancaneaux Lodge and
seaside Turtle Inn Resort, both in Belize, and then
go to La Lancha Hotel in Guatemala. Tour ancient
Mayan sites, rain forests, and jungles, and hear
presentations by conservation specialists on the
region’s wildlife, ecology, and cultural attractions.
The trips start at $2,880 per person based on dou-
ble occupancy, and include flights between each
location; $100 of this will be donated to Belize
nongovernmental organizations and a health clinic
in Placencia. 501-824-4912, coppolaresorts.com 

A sculptural gateway to Iowa
Four towering sculptures form a new welcome

gateway over Interstate 80 in Council Bluffs, Iowa,
across the Missouri River from Omaha. This week,
renowned sculptor Albert Paley will unveil the
Odyssey, a work of mixed-metal sculptures that
appear at the four corners of the South 24th Street
Bridge over I-80. Constructed of stainless steel,
weathering steel, and bronze plate, they speak to
the region’s long history of transformation and
feature undulating ribbons, jagged spears, and
abstract shapes. Omaha’s Joslyn Art Museum fea-
tures an exhibition of Paley’s work until Sept. 26.
402-342-3300, joslyn.org

Impressionists in Wyoming
The Heather James Fine Art gallery in Jackson,

Wyo., celebrates its grand opening on Aug. 21 with
the exhibit ‘‘Masters of Impressionism and Modern
Art.’’ Open until mid-October, it features works by
Matisse, Monet, Cha-
gall, Picasso, Pollock,
and Morisot. High-
lights include Monet’s
‘‘Water Lily’’ and Picas-
so’s ‘‘Buste de Femme
Souriante,’’ and Fer-
nand Léger’s ‘‘La racine
noire et fragments
d’objets.’’ Curator Chip
Tom will offer free
tours on opening day;
free curator-led tours
will occur on an ongo-
ing basis. The gallery
will also have an exhibit showcasing contemporary
artists’ interpretations of the environment in pho-
tography, embroidery, paintings, and mixed-media
works. 307-200-6090, heatherjames.com

KARI BODNARCHUK

Coppola adventuring
with his Latin resorts

Currents

TIMOTHY TOMKINS

Berthe Morisot’s
‘‘Jeune Femme’’ (1871).

On chuckwagons
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