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INDUSTRY NEWS

Rural Connections
By SHIRLEY BLOOMFIELD, CEO

NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association

Staying well, 
staying connected

It’s late March as I work on my thoughts 
for this issue. Knowing that the mag-
azine won’t reach your mailbox for 

another four weeks, I asked myself, “What 
will the world look like in late April to early 
May?” So much has changed in just the past 
two weeks, it’s hard to imagine what the 
immediate future holds.

There are, however, a few things I know 
with great certainty. In this time of crisis, 
community-based broadband providers  
across America have stepped up their 
already deep commitments to keeping you 
connected. As Americans are increasingly 
compelled to work or study from home, use 
telemedicine, and lean on virtual tools to 
connect with loved ones, the work of your 
local broadband company has become more 
essential than ever — for you and for the 
national economy. 

Working with one voice through NTCA, 
these providers have been on top of national 
issues such as adopting the FCC’s “Keep 
Americans Connected” pledge, communi-
cating with Congress on the importance of 
the “Keeping Critical Connections Act,” and 
advocating for support to help small broad-
band providers ensure internet connectivity 
when it’s extremely critical.

Locally, providers like yours are balanc-
ing employee safety with their commitment 
to keeping networks functioning. In times 
of crisis, we see more strongly than ever 
that these providers’ investment in build-
ing resilient networks — and in the people 
who operate them — is foundational to our 
society.

Stay well, stay healthy and stay con-
nected. We will get through this together. 

PROUD TO BE YOUR 
COMMUNITY-BASED 

BROADBAND PROVIDER

WE WERE HERE

WE WILL 
BE HERE

WE ARE HERE

when our communities needed a modern, 
reliable communications network.

to help you stay connected during this 
time of national crisis.

supporting the recovery through a 
broadband network that builds businesses, 

creates jobs and drives the economy.



NEW POLICIES COULD EASE CONCERNS 
OF RURAL SMALL BUSINESSES
66% of rural small businesses say poor internet or cell-
phone connectivity negatively impacts their business.

38% of rural small businesses say they can’t hire the 
talent with the right digital skills in their area.

Nearly 41% of rural small businesses agree that policy-
makers should create incentive programs that make it 
easier for rural small businesses to incorporate digital 
technology into their daily operations.

By turning to digital technologies, more 
than half of small businesses in rural areas 
expanded their customer base not only locally 

but also throughout their state, and about one-third 
grew their market in neighboring states. In fact, about 
16% of rural businesses even used digital resources to 
expand into international markets.

Those were only a few findings from a study Amazon commis-
sioned from the U.S. Chamber Technology Engagement Center 
that showed how broadband has the potential to further benefit 
the economy in rural communities and the nation as a whole.

What’s the possible upside of improving access to digital tools 
such as broadband? Rural small businesses have the potential 
to be critical blocks in the foundation needed to strengthen the 
nation's economy.

Increasing the number of businesses adopting online tools 
and digital services could support thousands of jobs. Businesses 
with revenue of less than $100,000 have the greatest potential to 
benefit.

Increased adoption of technology could be responsible for gen-
erating billions of dollars of revenue, and Southern states have 
the most room to grow.

 Results of the study released in 2019 were compiled from a 
survey sent to more than 5,000 rural small businesses across the 
country. And the report made three policy recommendations that 
could help make the projections a reality.

CONNECTIVITY
Selling online depends on internet and mobile phone service. 

About 27% of rural residents lack access to high-speed internet, 
compared with 92% of all Americans who can access faster ser-
vices. The private and public sectors should continue to identify 
opportunities to expand connectivity through initiatives such as 
the creation of new infrastructure.

TRAINING
There should be a goal of increasing the talent pipeline of 

candidates trained in digital skills, such as the use of cloud com-
puting and digital marketing. Such a workforce could offset the 
existing shortage of IT professionals in rural areas. 

DIGITAL TOOLS
Increasing the adoption of digital training and digital tools 

by rural small businesses will allow them to better scale their 
operations. This study highlights two points: the positive benefits 
for rural small businesses effectively utilizing digital tools to sell 
online and the potential for businesses currently underutilizing 
those digital tools to grow. 

Unlocking the potential of rural businesses 
Story by NOBLE SPRAYBERRY 

Source: Unlocking the Digital Potential of Rural America, A U.S. Chamber  
Technology Engagement Center study commissioned by Amazon.

Technology helps rural businesses 
to grow the customer base

Conducting business online is an 
opportunity for small business

Conducting business online puts 
existing business at risk

Strongly Agree Somewhat Agree

55.2%

46.3%

39.5%

38.2%

17.9%

7.6%

May/June 2020 | 3 



4 | May/June 2020

On the Cover:

Jake Short, founder 
of JJCS Financial 
Services, runs his 
business from his 
Ingram home thanks 
to HCTC broadband 
service.
See story Page 12.
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HCTC is more than a provider of state-
of-the-art telecommunications products 
and services. We are a member-owned 
cooperative with an elected board of 
directors who govern our organization using 
our bylaws, member input, and business and 
industry conditions to guide their decisions. 
We are proud residents of the communities 
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providing the best services possible, but doing 
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SM

Mission Statement: To be the premier 
provider of modern telecommunications and 
broadband services throughout our region.

SM

FROM THE CEO

Essential services? Look at 
broadband 

Early in 2020, we didn’t necessarily have any reason to con-
sider what the “essential” goods and services were in our 
lives. As we know, that all changed this spring when many 

“nonessential” workers were sent home and we were urged to only 
leave for “essential” trips.

Amidst this strange season we’re in, two things have become 
crystal clear for me: 

1.  Broadband and communications services are essential for    
 our community and, 
2.  When our community counts on our team at HCTC, our  
  employees shine. 

I’d like to use some of this space to say how proud I am of our 
employees. These men and women helped navigate this unprece-
dented time for our cooperative, communicated changes with our 
members and made sure our network did its job connecting all of us. 

I’m also proud of our community and would like to sincerely 
thank the medical personnel, grocery store workers, first responders, 
civic leaders and others who are still working tirelessly to keep our 

community running. Additionally, I would like for everyone affected by the economic impact of 
the virus to know we have joined the FCC’s “Keep Americans Connected Pledge” to ensure our 
members can stay connected during this COVID-19 crisis.

ESSENTIAL CONNECTION 
Part of the reason our team continues to work so hard is we realize what a broadband connec-

tion means to members of our community. 
Very early on in the coronavirus crisis, we saw government officials, school administrators, 

pastors and even entertainers embrace digital content. 
Some of that information was critical to help students continue learning and keep people safe. 

In other instances, it may have been purely for entertainment. But I believe that when we were 
asked to remain in our homes, having access to quality broadband was and is a blessing. 

The industry statistics I’ve seen certainly indicate people are putting communication networks 
to work. National carriers reported seeing a 25% increase in voice phone call activity and a 15% 
rise in call duration during the first couple of weeks after leaders began encouraging people to 
stay home. At that same time, estimates indicate web traffic grew between 13% and 40%. 

At your home, that increase may have been children taking virtual field trips or accessing 
school resources. Worshippers all across our region went online on Sunday mornings to stream 
church services. Many people worked from home over their broadband connection — telecon-
ferencing platforms saw a 300% increase in traffic, according to reports in Wired Magazine. 
Maybe you called a friend or family member to catch up, instead of visiting in person. 

From an entertainment standpoint, networks like ours also saw a surge. Nielsen, the company 
famous for its TV ratings, said that people staying home leads to an almost 60% increase in the 
amount of TV we watch. Traffic to Netflix reportedly increased by between 54% and 75%, and 
online gaming sites reported a 400% increase in traffic. 

I don’t bring all of this up to bore you with statistics, but I wish to underscore a point. The 
communications network we provide is an essential service both when times are dark and in the 
brighter days I know are coming soon. 



Their future’s so bright, they’ve got to wear shades
Students are all smiles at the HCTC job fair booth. Hosted by Harper Independent 
School District, several businesses participated in the career day event designed 
specifically toward jobs available in the Hill Country area for those students seeking 
certifications or training in specific fields of skilled employment.

DIRECTOR NOMINATIONS 
TO OPEN SOON

The 2020 nominations for HCTC directors 
will open July 31 with nominations posted 
by Aug. 21. Petitions for nominations are 
due on or before Sept. 4. Qualifications 

and nominations for directors can 
be found in the bylaws under section 

numbers 4.3 and 4.4. Bylaws are available 
online at hctc.net or in the back of the 

May 2020 phone book.

District 1A — Comfort and Sisterdale

District 3 — Mt. Home and Garven Store

District 7 — Center Point

District 9 — Frio Canyon

Happy  
Memorial Day

HCTC honors and remembers the men  
and women who made the ultimate 
sacrifice in service to our country.

Hey
telemarketers: 

DO NOT CALL!

Register online at

 www.donotcall.gov
or call 888-382-1222. For TTY, call 866-290-4236.

You must call from the telephone 
number you wish to register.

It’s easy to add your number to the

Do Not Call Registry.

Call Us Today for Details.
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Supporting volunteer 
firefighters
HCTC board member Jim 
Haynie presents a donation to 
Brien Alexander, chief of the 
Mountain Home Volunteer Fire 
Department. Contributions of 
$1,000 each are delivered annu-
ally to 25 community volunteer 
fire departments within HCTC’s 
service territory.



Rest, relax and rejuvenate
A vacation does not necessarily require a plane ticket, hotel room or even a tank of gas. 
In fact, whether you’re on a budget or just looking for a way to unplug from the stresses 
of day-to-day life, there are plenty of relaxing options if you never leave home.

After all, any break is a good break, so here are a few resources, suggestions and tips for 
those interested in unwinding without heading out.

Explore
 n Are you a burgeoning birder? iBird, Peterson Birds 
of North America, the Audubon Society and others 
have created apps to help both the novice and 
experienced birder. Apps may include photos, art-
work and birdsongs to help you identify birds where 
you live. You can even earn an online certificate 
from birdercertification.org.

 n Arborday.org offers an online database for identify-
ing trees across the U.S. along with its “What Tree Is 
That?” pocket field guide. Snap a photo of a leaf and 
the website will help identify it.

 n

 n Backyards are meant 
for play and family 
barbecues, but take a 
closer look. Grab a magnifying glass and learn what’s 
out there beyond the grass. Create a nature trail for 
kids and learn about the plants, insects and animals 
living in your backyard. 

 n Geocaching is a good old-fashioned treasure hunt 
with a twist. Try the app from Geocaching.com 
and get out in nature to find 
“treasures” others have left. 
You’ll also learn some handy 
navigation skills.

S
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 n Did you know there’s a free digital library of classic books? 
Project Gutenberg offers digital downloads of titles rang-
ing from “Pride and Prejudice” to “Peter Pan.” Just visit 
gutenberg.org.

 n If you need help selecting a book 
to read, do a quick Google search 
for Time magazine’s All-Time 100 
novels. If mysteries are your thing, 
visit theedgars.com for a list of the 
latest award winners. And for sci-fi 
fans, pop over to nebulas.sfwa.org.

 n For those who believe 
“all the world’s a stage,” 
playbill.com offers a 
range of resources, 
including guides to 
finding streaming 
videos of stage per-
formances.

 n Check with your local 
library about e-book selections 
using apps such as SimplyE and Libby.

 n Consider a virtual tour, and begin with a visit 
to google.com/earth. Search for one of the 31 
virtual visits to national parks such as Acadia, 
Everglades and Joshua Tree. They’re fantastic.

 n Check out Virtualiteach.com for a guide to 
online tours of places such as the Louvre, the 
National Museum of History, the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art and other popular venues 
across the world.

 n Many zoos offer entertaining live webcams, 
particularly if the viewer catches the animals 
at just the right time. A great first stop is the 
San Diego Zoo: zoo.sandiegozoo.org/live-
cams.

 n And don’t miss artsandculture.google.com for 
tours of The Modern Museum of Art, the CERN 
laboratory and much more. Seriously, this is a 
must-visit. 

 n Coloring isn’t just for kids. It can help adults reduce stress 
and anxiety, improve vision and focus, and even sleep 
better! Best of all, coloring supplies are inexpensive and 
available at stores and online retailers everywhere.

 n Piece together a pretty picture 
and flex your mental muscles 
at the same time. Family jigsaw 
puzzles use a combination of 
small, medium and large pieces 
so everyone can join in on the 
fun. Try puzzlewarehouse.com 
for a giant selection of puzzles 
for all ages. 

 n Pull the board games out 
of the closet and dust 
them off. It’s time for a 
family-friendly faceoff. Traditionalists may prefer 
games like Monopoly, Life or Scrabble, but conserva-
tive estimates count tens of thousands of available 
board games.  

 n Discover your inner Monet with an online art class. 
A quick internet search for online art classes yields 
results of everything from basic drawing to comic 
book art to figure drawing and more!

Go virtual

Books and music

S

S

S

Get playful
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Social media is a great way to be 
informed, stay in touch and keep track 
of what friends and family are up to. 

But as more and more of our lives are posted 
on Facebook or captured on Instagram, it’s 
important to be aware of the pitfalls and to 
know how to best protect your online security.

Consider the following tips on how to stay 
safe on your favorite social media platform.
 � Set a strong password. No password is 
unbreakable, but don’t make it easy on a 
potential hacker by making yours a common 
word or phrase. Use combinations of numbers, 
uppercase and lowercase letters, and special 
characters. Also, use different passwords for 
each social media account.

 � When given the option to set up security ques-
tions to recover your password, make sure the 
questions you select are not easy for someone 
to know the answer to, such as where you 
went to school, the street you grew up on or 
the name of your first pet. You can also answer 
those same questions with random words — 
just make sure you remember them.

 � Activate two-factor authentication, which most 
social media platforms, including Twitter, 
Instagram and Facebook offer. When you 
access your account from a device or browser 
your social media service doesn’t recognize, 
it will ask you to input a code, it sends to you 
via email or text to confirm your identity. The 
extra step may be annoying if you access your 
accounts from different computers or usually 
block cookies in your browser, but it’s a mild 
inconvenience for security.

 � Know who your friends are. Especially on 
Facebook, it’s important to only accept friend 
requests from people you know. A recent trick 
is for scammers to take a photo and name 
from someone you’re already friends with and 
then send you a friend request. You accept and 
unknowingly give a stranger access to your 
private posts.    

 � Know your audience. When posting, Face-
book allows you to select who might see 
your post. If you want something to reach the 
widest audience possible, choose “public” in 
the privacy settings, but don’t forget to set it 
back to “friends” once you’re done.

 � Reconsider taking that personality quiz. Of 
course you want to know how much of a 
Libra you are or which Disney character is 
your spirit animal. But before you go clicking 
and sharing, make sure you read the fine print 
on how the information you’re giving this 
application will be used. Most of these quiz-
zes are harmless fun, but giving away some of 
your data is the price of admission. 

APP OF THE MONTH

Grammarly 

Do your business con-
tacts ever read your 
social media posts, 
requiring you to make 
sure your grammar is 
perfect? Or does your 
English whiz friend give 
you grief if a comma 
lands in the wrong spot? 
Consider Grammarly, an 
online copy editor that 
can integrate with your 
web browser. The free 
account is robust, and a 
premium version offers 
additional writing tips 
and tools for less than 
$12 monthly if you pay 
for a year in advance.

Get social
safely

Kerry Sutton

WHAT: Lunch & Learn

WHEN: First Wednesday of 
each month

TIME: Noon-1 p.m.

LOCATION: HCTC Community 
Room 

MAY TOPIC: CANCELED due 
to COVID-19 

JUNE TOPIC: CANCELED due 
to COVID-19
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Farm to table
Freshness is on 
the menu at 
Bridget’s Basket

Bridget’s Basket began as a mom’s 
effort to keep her son healthy. 

Bridget Symm, who owns the 
business with her husband, Bill, quit 
teaching and took up gardening when the 
couple’s youngest son developed anaphy-
lactic food allergies as a toddler. “He went 
on a very strict diet, and we had to make 
everything,” Symm says. “Because of that, 
we needed to start growing food, and I 
needed to know how to do it.”

COMING HOME
After years selling her produce wher-

ever she could as her husband’s veterinary 
career took them across the country, the 
family returned to Kerr County. When the 
chance to start another farm arose, it was 
too good to pass up. “Bill built me a little 
trailer,” Symm recalls. “We started selling 
on the side of the road, not really having 
any idea what the community would think 
of us.”

The positive response prompted them 
to open a market they named Bridget’s 
Basket. “We opened it on Nov. 9, 2016,” 
Symm says. “It was 32 degrees and 
pouring rain. It was ridiculous to get up 
here. It was a big mud puddle. I thought it 
was just the worst prediction of what was 
going to happen with this. But the commu-
nity turned out. They came to support us, 
and they have ever since.”

A GROWING BUSINESS
In 2017, Bridget’s Basket started 

serving lunch, in response to requests 
from customers. As the restaurant took 
root, the Symms converted the farmhouse 
into a restaurant with 101 seats in indoor 
and outdoor dining areas, and they added 
dinner service.

The menu changes seasonally, specials 
update weekly, and the restaurant always 
features the garden’s current crop prom-
inently. What they can’t produce on site, 
they source locally. “I feel like it’s better 
because it supports the local community 
and the place that we live,” Symm says. 
“It’s cleaner, fresher, and it’s a more sus-
tainable model for us.

“We’re not asking for things to be 
shipped out of season thousands of miles 
to get to us,” she says. “We’re using what 
we can locally, and if it’s not available, 
then it’s not available. We make a better 
dish out of something that is.”

BROADBAND MAKES IT POSSIBLE
Symm says HCTC’s strong, reliable 

broadband connection is vital to Bridget’s 
Basket. “Their internet runs everything out 
here,” Symm says.

“We’ve made a huge effort to really 
bring technology into the gardening aspect 
of what we’re doing,” she says. “All the 
soil moisture sensors run off of a wireless 
connection because they speak to one 
another. Bill can pull that up on his phone 
so he knows where to water and when. We 
can’t do anything without their internet 
service. HCTC has made us be able to run 
a business.”

CONNECTING A COMMUNITY
Symm got into gardening to keep her 

son safe and ended up finding her calling. 
“It was completely overwhelming and 
something I didn’t necessarily plan, but 
I had a passion for it, and I love it,” she 
says.

She finds inspiration in memories of 
her grandmother’s cafe in Harper. “The 
cool part about it was it was a community 
place, it was a place people came in good 
times and bad, and the food made them 
happy,” she says.

Bridget’s Basket is also becoming a 
popular gathering spot, and Symm is 
thrilled. “It’s great because I love the fact 
that food brought everybody together 
in some capacity, but it’s also wonder-
ful to know that all of those people are 
happy that we’re here,” she says. “It’s 
heartwarming to know that those people 
appreciate us being here.” 

Story by ANDREA AGARDY
Photography by GABRIEL HERRERA

Bridget’s Basket
1551 Highway 39, Hunt

Market — 830-238-3737
Restaurant — 830-238-3738

bridgetsbasket.com
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The Symm family includes, from 
left, Will, Bill, Bridget and Parker.

Produce sold by the Bridget’s 
Basket market is grown on site.



A trusty solution

Access to fast internet 
service is an increas-
ingly important 

resource, a realization playing 
out in large and small ways 
for rural communities across 
the nation. And state and local 
governments are striving to 
make it easier for residents to 
take advantage of new com-
munications resources.

For many, the benefits created by access 
to broadband are deeply personal, and the 
choices made by one Tennessee family 
illustrate the possibilities.

Aaron and Becca West lived in Spring 
Hill, a Nashville suburb, when a national 
communications provider brought high-
speed internet to their neighborhood. 
Aaron West took advantage, working 
from home and eliminating his 45-minute 
commute to a software company. Also, 
the new technology allowed him to grow 
his own business, an audio and visual con-
sulting company serving churches.

When the family opted to relocate 
to the more rural area of Crossville, 
Tennessee, they did not leave behind 

the opportunities made possible 
through broadband. The local 

telephone cooperative, 
Ben Lomand Connect, 

provides 1 Gbps 
internet service 

through a fiber 

optic network. And the couple took 
advantage.

“I’ve had the company for about 
nine years, but I couldn’t operate it 
the way I can operate it now,” West 
says. “The fiber was so huge for the 
contract work. It was so much easier to 
communicate. When we were looking for 
homes here, we immediately ruled them 
out if they didn’t have high-speed internet 
access.”

Broadband has also helped the career 
of Becca West, a teacher by training. 
She connected with a program called 
GoGoKid, allowing her to use the internet 
to teach English to Chinese students. The 
arrangement also made it easier for her to 
home-school the couple’s two daughters.

While fast internet access improves 
their connectivity to the world, the family 
also experiences its capacity to create a 
deeper connection with each other. “We’re 
all here together, and we’re very inten-
tional about doing things together,” Aaron 
West says. “We’re able to go to parks and 
libraries. We’re freed up to focus on our 
family instead of it being career first and 
family second.”

UNTAPPED POTENTIAL
Stories such as that of the West family 

are only the beginning. The full potential 
of broadband remains untapped, and states 
nationwide can benefit as fast networks 
reach rural areas.

 Last year the U.S. Chamber 
Technology Engagement Center released 
results of a study commissioned by 
Amazon that found Texas could add as 
many as 23,433 jobs in rural communities 
over three years. And hitting that mark 

Broadband creates a key resource

BROADBAND:
HELPING YOU WORK

Becca West 
teaches 

English to 
Chinese children 
via the internet.
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could generate an additional $6.6 billion 
in annual sales and $963 million in annual 
wages.

While the Lone Star State leads all 
states in potential gain from broadband 
growth, both Ohio and Mississippi could 
also see significant gains. The study 
emphasized that achieving the potential 
growth would require investments such 
as an increase in rural broadband and 
cellphone access, as well as growth of the 
number of people with digital skills neces-
sary for these jobs.

With so much potential at stake, local 
communities are incentivized to pro-
mote broadband-based jobs, even if that 
means updating local regulations, as one 
Wisconsin county has done in recent 
years.

EMBRACING OPPORTUNITY
Once, home-based businesses in 

Wisconsin’s Bayfield County were 
required to secure permits to operate. 
Now, the county takes a more com-
mon-sense approach as the description of 
a home-based worker evolves.

“We’ve recognized the direction of 

business in America today and around the 
world,” says Rob Schierman, director of 
planning and zoning for Bayfield County. 
“We created some breathing room for 
when a business would need a permit 
and when it doesn’t. We’re creating 
opportunity while still protecting 
the integrity of neighborhoods.”

The area was one of the 
first to receive the state’s 
Telecommuter Forward! 
Certification, one step in 
promoting work-from-
home jobs and taking 
advantage of the internet 
network of Norvado, a tele-
communications coopera-
tive in Cable, Wisconsin.

“We’re providing a means 
to try to stimulate some of 
that employment activity com-
ing to Bayfield County and to 
take advantage of the fiber optics 
that we have here with Norvado,” 
Schierman says.

The issue is personal for Schierman 
and his wife, Jennifer, who under-
stand the benefits of telecommuting. 

Her employer is based in Minneapolis, but 
she works from home. The need for high-
speed internet connectivity is a necessity. 
“We connect via phone, and we hold 
meetings on Skype,” she says. “It works. 
It’s very slick.”

Like other telecommuters, she enjoys 
the freedom to get up and move, to go 
walk the dog or to pitch in a load of 
laundry. “It definitely makes life easier,” 
she says.

Rob Schierman says that freedom is part 
of the draw for telecommuters who live 
in Bayfield County or those considering 
relocating there. “The younger workforce 
doesn’t like to be married to a desk or a 
location,” he says. “They’re a little bit 
more fluid in their lifestyle and like to 
be where they can hop on a bike trail or 
go fishing or go kayaking. They can take 
advantage of the resources in Bayfield 
County — we’re uniquely situated along 
Lake Superior and close to a lot of unde-
veloped areas where recreation is still 
plentiful.” 

Aaron West, 
a Tennessee 

resident, in his 
home office.

Jennifer 
Schierman 
telecommutes to 
the city. 
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Nine years ago Jake and Kari Short traded the hustle and 
hassle of life in Houston, where they shared the road 
with millions of other drivers, for a 48-acre spread in the 

Texas Hill Country that they share with a menagerie of dogs, a 
donkey and goats.

While the change in scenery has made a huge difference in 
their personal lives, it’s business as usual at their Ingram home, 
professionally speaking, thanks to technology and a solid broad-
band connection from HCTC.

RETURNING TO THEIR RURAL ROOTS
Jake Short is the founder of JJCS Financial Services, a private 

firm specializing in estate, retirement and financial planning. 
After 30 years in Houston, where he built his business, the time 
came to return to a rural community. 

Short is originally from Bandera, where his family has been in 
the ranching business for more than a century. He and his wife 
continue that legacy as owners of Falling Rock, a Vanderpool 
ranch where they raise Spanish goats and blackbuck antelope.

When his father’s health took a turn for the worse, Short 
needed a way to relocate closer to the homestead without upend-
ing his business. “My father was sick, and I was tired of driving 
back and forth to see him in the hospital,” he says. “So we said, 
‘OK, we don’t have to live in Houston. Because of technology, 
we could live anywhere.’”

“We always knew that we planned to come back to this area, 
but we just didn’t know how that would be possible,” Kari Short 
adds. “As you go through life, you have those times when you 
say, ‘We’re going to do this when …’ or ‘We’re going to go back 
and run the ranch when … .’ We often say that was our ‘when 
moment,’ when you look at how much time you really have and 
how you want to do work. We wanted to live a healthier life. 
Because of technology, we could do that.”

Story by ANDREA AGARDY  |  Photography by MELISSA GAINES

THE JOYS OF 
A 100-YARD 
COMMUTE
Ingram couple enjoys the 
benefits of a home-based 
business

Jake Short is able to run his business 
from his ranch in the Hill Country.

HCTC worked with the 
Shorts to ensure their 
broadband service 
meets their needs.
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GETTING CONNECTED 
The Shorts realized they needed help 

setting up shop at their Ingram home. The 
Spanish-style hacienda has 14-inch-thick 
brick walls, which made getting a signal 
challenging. “Our internet wasn’t as fast 
as it needed to be,” Jake Short says.

Short contacted Patrick Tinley, HCTC’s 
manager of network operations, who was 
happy to help figure out a solution. “We 
worked through the problem, and Patrick 
said, ‘We can get you a faster internet 
speed. We’re just going to have to think 
outside the box,’” Short recalls. “So, for 
probably six months we had wires strung 
through the trees at our house trying to 
test different systems and see what would 
work. We’re not in the right spot for their 
fiber optics, but that didn’t stop them from 
figuring it out. We’re in like Flynn right 
now.”

STEPS AWAY FROM THE OFFICE
While Short still travels to visit clients 

and some clients even make the trip to the 
Hill Country, he can do most of his work 
from his home office using the internet 
and the phone. His broker/dealer relation-
ship is with Commonwealth Financial 
Network, and he works remotely with 
a secretary in Houston. “All of his back 

office support is provided by Boston or 
San Diego,” Kari Short says. “It really 
does connect him coast to coast from right 
here in the middle of Ingram.”

When searching for a Hill Country 
house, the Shorts kept clients in mind. 
“When we were looking for a place here, 
we didn’t want one that had just a home,” 
Kari Short says. “We also wanted a guest 
home or a place where people could visit 
and stay for a weekend. And the clients do 
love to come out and spend time. Some-
times it’s multigenerational. You’ll have 
grandparents, children and grandchildren 
here to discuss their financial planning, 
and it’s a nice, easy and relaxed way to do 
that.”

The JJCS office is a stand-alone struc-
ture, about a 100-yard commute from the 
house. “Jake detours in the morning to 
put the dogs in the pen, and sometimes he 
feeds our donkey, Jimmy Joe, so there’s a 
few activities on the way to the office that 
he does engage in,” his wife says with a 
laugh.

“My commute is not easy,” Jake Short 
adds. “I get distracted by animals. My 
commute is dealing with antelope, a 
donkey and dogs instead of 18 million 
automobiles sitting at a stop light.”

CUTTING THE COMMUTE
Short has two words of advice for peo-

ple weighing the pros and cons of working 
from home: “Do it!”

“I think the biggest struggle most 
people will tell you they have is you don’t 
have the water-cooler time,” he says. “You 
don’t have the people to talk to and share 
ideas like in an office setting where there’s 
collaboration amongst peers.”

Short has solved that lack of connection 
by taking his water-cooler chats to the 
telephone or FaceTime. “You just have 
to kind of open your mind and don’t give 
up that aspect of what you get from being 
in an office,” he says. “You just have to 
figure out how to do it differently.”

His wife, who ran a successful public 
relations business from home before leav-
ing Houston, says the secret to success is 
discipline. “I would say that if you know 
yourself well enough to know you have 
the self-discipline, do it,” she says. “You 
still have to have the same mentality of 
getting up in the morning and going to 
work. It’s not, ‘Oh, great! I’m working 
from home. I get to play today!’” 

Jake Short’s family has a 
long history in ranching. He 

currently raises Spanish goats.
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Every Wednesday afternoon, the 
Downtown Farmers Market in 
Corpus Christi overflows with 

folks coming to buy fresh produce, meats, 
jams, jellies and breads — all sourced 
from within a 200-mile radius of the 
Sparkling City by the Sea.

But the scene hasn’t always bustled. 
There was a time when buying local 
hadn’t caught on, or it was something 
consumers did in places like California 
and New York.

But Corpus Christi’s Aislynn Campbell 
and Joe Hilliard, as well as like-minded 
citizens around the Lone Star State, 
began bringing local farmers together. In 
this case, vendors sold their homegrown 
produce and other foods at the Art Center 
of Corpus Christi.

The market has steadily grown since 
its opening in 2012. “And support has 
definitely increased,” Campbell says. “I 
wanted a certain quality of fresh food that 
was local, and back in 2012, it simply 
wasn’t available here.”

Chefs from around the Gulf Coast city 
who pride themselves on offering foods 
grown within 200 miles have started 
buying at the market. A 200-mile limit is 
standard for most chefs who subscribe to 
the farm-to-table movement, says Harold 
Ramos, executive sous chef at the Omni 
Corpus Christi Hotel on the waterfront. 
The restaurant, with its own garden of 
fresh vegetables and herbs, is known for 
its commitment to farm-to-table fare.

Ramos is a graduate of the Culinary 
Institute of America in Hyde Park, New 

York. He studied under Larry Forgione, 
known as “The Godfather of American 
Cuisine” for his role in changing the way 
Americans eat and establishing the farm-
to-table movement.

So when Ramos moved to Corpus 
Christi in 2006 and started a catering 
business, one of his first missions was to 
find and use local, fresh produce. “It just 
wasn’t happening here back then,” he 
said. “All that changed when the farmers 
market got started.”

Now, as a chef at the Omni, he and 
executive chef Dean Sprague work with 
farmers to find local produce and meat to 
add to the menu at the hotel’s restaurants. 
Examples include the Texas bobwhite 
quail and venison from Broken Arrow 
Ranch served at the Republic of Texas 
Bar & Grill on the Omni’s 20th floor.

Sprague and his team of chefs visit the 
Downtown Farmers Market at least once 
a month and offer cooking demonstra-
tions for those in attendance. When the 
market closes, they buy a majority of its 
remaining produce and bring it back to 
the hotel to transform into remarkably 
fresh dishes.

“Chefs want to work with the best, 
freshest products we can,” Ramos says. 
“Like, a tomato in season doesn’t need 
more than a dash of salt. And for us, hav-
ing a relationship with farmers means we 
can often get them to grow things for us.”

FOOD EDITOR 
ANNE P. BRALY
IS A NATIVE OF 
CHATTANOOGA, 
TENNESSEE. 

SOUTHWEST KITCHENS

Farm fresh( LOCAL INGREDIENTS 
MAKE A DIFFERENCE
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Joe Hilliard is a proponent of farm-to-table dining.

Aislynn Campbell and others 

helped bring homegrown goods to 

the Art Center of Corpus Christi.



Mahi-mahi aguachile
 1  (3 ounces) mahi-mahi filet
 1  small clove garlic
 1/4  cup fresh cilantro
 1  jalapeno pepper, seeded
 1  serrano pepper, seeded
 1/2  cup fresh lime juice
 1  ounce thinly sliced red onion
 1  ounce thinly sliced cucumber
 1  ounce thinly sliced avocado
 1  ounce thinly sliced radish
  Salt, to taste

Slice the mahi-mahi into ¼-inch slices and cure 
the slices with a sprinkling of salt.

To make the aguachile: Combine the garlic, 
cilantro, jalapeno, serrano and lime juice. Blend 
until smooth and pass through a fine mesh 
strainer, season with salt and reserve. Soak the 
sliced red onion in ice water for 20 minutes. 
Drain and reserve.

To plate: Arrange the mahi-mahi in an even layer. 
Pour the aguachile over the fish and garnish with 
cucumber, avocado, radish and onion. Makes 1 
serving; easily doubled, tripled, etc., for more. 

— Chef Harold Ramos

Grilled fig and chicory salad  
with blue cheese and vinaigrette
 6  figs, halved and brushed with olive 
  oil
 1 1/2  cups chicory (yellow and tender 
  hearts only)
 2  ounces blue cheese, crumbled
Vinaigrette:
 1  ounce pomegranate molasses 
  (store bought or homemade using  
  your favorite recipe)
 1  ounce red wine vinegar
 3  ounces olive oil
  Salt and pepper, to taste

On a gas or charcoal grill, cook the figs for 4 to 5 
minutes. Set aside. Arrange figs and chicory on a 
plate, adding blue cheese and vinaigrette.

To make vinaigrette: Combine all ingredients. Mix 
well and drizzle over salad. Makes 4 servings. 

— Chef Harold Ramos

 3  pounds fresh-from-the-garden  
  plum tomatoes cut in half 
  lengthwise
 1/4  cup plus 2 tablespoons good 
  olive oil
 1  tablespoon kosher salt
 1 1/2  teaspoons freshly ground 
  black pepper
 2  cups chopped yellow onions 
  (2 onions)
 6  garlic cloves, minced
 2  tablespoons unsalted butter
 1/4  teaspoon crushed red pepper 
  flakes
 1  can (28 ounces) plum 
  tomatoes, with their juice
 4  cups fresh basil leaves, 
  packed
 1  teaspoon fresh thyme leaves
 1  quart chicken stock or water

Heat the oven to 400 F. Toss together 
the tomatoes, 1/4 cup olive oil, salt 
and pepper. Spread the tomatoes in 
one layer on a baking sheet and roast 
for 45 minutes.

In an 8-quart stockpot over medium 
heat, saute the onions and garlic with 
2 tablespoons of olive oil, butter and 
red pepper flakes for 10 minutes, until 
the onions start to brown. Add the 
canned tomatoes, basil, thyme and 
chicken stock. Stir in the oven-roasted 
tomatoes, including their liquid. Bring 
the mixture to a boil, then simmer 
uncovered for 40 minutes. Pass the 
soup through a food mill fitted with 
the coarsest blade. Taste for season-
ings as desired. Serve hot or cold. 
Makes 6-8 servings. 

Roasted tomato  soup
This recipe from chef Ina Garten is one of Aislynn Campell’s favorites.

May/June 2020 | 15 



P.O. Box 768
Ingram, TX 78025

Presort STD
US Postage PAID

Permit #21
Freeport OH

SM


