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INDUSTRY NEWS

Rural Connections
By SHIRLEY BLOOMFIELD, CEO

NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association

Taking the rural 
broadband story 
to the Senate

In mid-May, I appeared before the Senate 
Commerce Committee to discuss the 
status of broadband during this time of 

crisis that has so many Americans working, 
learning and socializing from home.

I have never been more proud of the 
broadband providers we represent, watch-
ing them move quickly and think outside 
the box to get the job done for their cus-
tomers. It was a privilege to share with 
senators that NTCA’s community-based 
broadband providers were well prepared to 
keep Americans connected during a crisis 
— thanks to their community commitment, 
their entrepreneurial spirit and the support 
of Congress, the FCC and RUS.

NTCA members have led the charge 
in building future-proof broadband net-
works for years and are doing all they can 
to keep everyone’s internet lights on. But 
I reminded the committee that to do that, 
these providers need to keep their own 
lights on as well.

First, I reminded senators how import-
ant it will be to pass the “Keeping Critical 
Connections Act” to create a temporary 
emergency fund to keep Americans con-
nected during the pandemic.

Moving forward, Congress should adopt 
a “Forever Connected” perspective when 
it comes to promoting broadband. No 
American should get second-class broad-
band service, or worse yet, no service at all.

I appreciated the opportunity to share 
with senators the story of NTCA members, 
the Smart Rural Communities they are help-
ing to build, and what support they need to 
write the next chapter. 

Keeping you 
connected in 

a changing 
world

AMERICA’S 
RURAL 
BROADBAND 
PROVIDERS

Broadband Enabled.
Locally Driven.
Globally Connected.®

A Program of:

Visit ntca.org/smart



Stay focused with 
the Pomodoro 
Technique

According to a 2017 Gallup poll, 43% 
of employed Americans have spent 
at least some time working remotely. 

U.S. census data released in 2018 revealed 
that 5.2% of American workers are based 
entirely at home. Many employers, however, 
are reluctant to get on board with remote 
work. They worry that distractions at home 
and a lack of oversight could decrease produc-
tivity. But are those worries unfounded? One 
Stanford professor decided to find out.

In 2015, Nicholas Bloom conducted 
research as a Chinese travel agency tested 
a new work-from-home policy with half of 
its call center employees. Bloom found that 
productivity actually increased by an aver-
age of 13% thanks to fewer interruptions, 
shorter breaks and fewer sick days. With just a 
six-second commute to their laptop, employ-
ees were also less likely to start work late or 
leave early.

Little bits of time saved here and there 
added up to a big difference. Each employee 
completed roughly one extra shift’s worth of 
work. And they were happier, too. Employee 
attrition, formerly a big problem at the com-
pany, decreased by an astounding 50%. The 
company in Bloom’s study cut back on its 
office space in an expensive city and saved 
$2,000 per employee.

Working from home is great for employers 
and employees alike, but there are challenges 
to keep in mind. At the end of the study, 

over half of the work-from-home employees 
decided they wouldn’t want to work from 
home 100% of the time, citing isolation as 
a challenge. Fortunately, there are several 
ways remote companies can help employees 
overcome isolation and reap the benefits of 
working from home:
 b Use technology to stay connected. Video 
meetings allow for face-to-face time and are 
more engaging than audio-only conference 
calls. Platforms like Slack encourage steady 
communication, even between meetings.

 b Consider flexible policies. Working from 
home doesn’t have to be all or nothing. 
Some companies opt for a mix of in-office 
and at-home days or start new employees 
in the office for smoother onboarding. The 
key is to consider the unique needs of the 
team and experiment with creative options 
as needed.

 b Encourage team bonding. A sense of 
community can combat feelings of isolation 
and encourage team cohesion. Non-work-
related, group bonding activities — whether 
virtual or in person — can help teams feel 
connected and united even as they work 
from home.
Working from home can save companies 

time and money, improve employee satisfac-
tion and improve retention rates — as long 
as they find ways to keep employees con-
nected and engaged from wherever they call 
home.

The 
six-second 
commute

Story by KALEIGH COX

Named after the creator’s 
tomato-shaped kitchen 
timer, the Pomodoro Tech-
nique is a simple time-man-
agement strategy widely 
used by work-from-home 
employees who need help 
staying focused. Here’s how 
it works:

 » Select a task to focus on.

 » Set your timer for 25 
minutes and work until you 
hear the “ding.”

 » Take a short five-minute 
break to stretch or grab a 
coffee.

 » Repeat three more times, 
then take a longer break 
of 15-30 minutes.

Even large tasks feel man-
ageable when you only have 
to focus for 25 minutes at a 
time. Set a kitchen timer, use 
your phone’s timer or down-
load a Pomodoro app to try 
this “time-tested” technique 
for yourself.

Work from home 
policies boost 
productivity
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On the Cover:

Nolan Newsom 
manges the 
Newsom Vineyards 
Tasting Room in 
Comfort. His family 
has been growing 
grapes in Texas since 
the 1980s.
See story Page 12.
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FROM THE CEO

Thank you to our farmers 
and ranchers

There are many ways this year’s pandemic is going to 
change the way America thinks about things. One of 
those ways, I hope, is that we remember those who keep 

our society running. 
Last issue, I outlined how broadband has provided an essential 

service during the pandemic for the millions of people who’ve had 
to adjust to working or attending school online. But in this issue, 
we’re focusing on something even more essential: the farmers, 
ranchers and other agricultural producers who put food on our 
tables, lumber in our houses and clothes on our backs. 

A steady supply of food and other agricultural products at 
the store is something that many Americans frequently took for 
granted. But the spiking demand and supply chain disruptions 
this year have made me appreciate when there is chicken in the 
meat case, fresh vegetables in the produce department and stocked 
shelves on the paper products aisle.

I think our nation’s farmers — including those right here in Texas — have become some of 
the most underappreciated but absolutely critical people in this country. 

So in light of that, I want to take this space to say thank you. 
Thanks to the dairy workers for getting up early for milking. Thanks to the row crop farm-

ers for long days of plowing, planting and harvesting. Thank you to all the fruit growers and 
pickers in the orchards. A sincere thank you to those raising and butchering our beef, poul-
try and pork. Thank you to all of those growing and cutting timber. Thank you to all of the 
beekeepers tending to their hives, the hay farmers storing their bales, the egg farmers in their 
chicken houses and the grape growers in their vineyards. Thank you to all of the extension 
agents who help share knowledge between all of those groups. 

Whether they’re producing beef or beans, cotton or canola, pumpkins or peanuts, our agri-
cultural producers deserve our appreciation. 

Every growing season they risk their financial future, and must pray for the right weather 
and good yields. But they’re also adapting to changing demands and industry trends. 

For anyone who hasn’t been out on a farm lately, you might be surprised to find how much 
technology is in the fields and barns. Farmers use sensors to check soil and moisture condi-
tions, watch temperatures in chicken houses, monitor levels of chemicals in their tanks, and 
use broadband to order seeds and parts, keep up with commodity prices and find new markets 
to sell their products. 

In this issue, we’re happy to highlight the hard work farmers put in to keep America moving 
and the growing role technology plays in helping their operations run smoothly. It’s important 
to remember that many of the founders of our cooperative were producers who realized the 
need for telephone technology, just as they appreciate the need for broadband today.

 I’m thankful for all of the members of our local agriculture community and proud to still be 
their technology partner. 



SCHOLARSHIP 
WINNERS 

ANNOUNCED
Center Point

Elizabeth Bustamante
Jasmine Lopez 

Comfort
Olivia Engleman

Cadyn Feller
Kendall Finke

Mason Haffner
Trenton Gwaltney

Hannah Sneed
Abigail Walser 

Doss
Kate Crenwelge 

Hunt
Manie Joe Blewett

Daniel Curran
Eden Lambert

Ingram
David Chapman

Katemcy
Madelyn Heath

Leakey
Britten Shoemaker

Medina
Zachary Lyman

Congratulations, Dulce!
Dulce Maria Martinez Salazar, a member of the 
Leakey High School Class of 2020, was selected to 
represent HCTC at the Foundation for Rural Service 
Youth Tour in Washington, D.C., in June. Unfortunately, 
due to COVID-19, the annual event was canceled. 
Because she had to miss an opportunity to visit the 
nation’s capital, HCTC is making a contribution of 
$1,500 toward her college education. Best wishes, 
Dulce!

DIRECTORS SEEKING REELECTION
The following incumbent directors have 
announced they will run for the following 
board of director positions:

 n Jim Haynie | District #3 — Mountain Home 
and Garven Store

 n Kathy Bohn | District #6A — Comfort and 
Sisterdale

 n Kari Potter | District #7 — Center Point

 n Linda Reagor | District #9 — Frio Canyon 

H A P P Y Independence Day!
HCTC offices will be closed on Friday, July 3, 
to allow employees to celebrate the holiday 

weekend with their families.
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They start out so colorful and add such a happy 
touch to your outdoor setting, but with the heat 
of summer, gerbera daisies begin to lose their 

appeal. Their healthy, green leaves brown as the heat 
rises.

But all is not lost — your daisies can come back to 
life with a little love and flower power on your part.

Gerbera daisies are a popular flower for both the 
home and garden. You can cut them and make a stun-
ning, multicolored bouquet. They put on quite a show 
with their rainbow of colors, which is one of the most 
distinctive qualities of gerberas. They range from beau-
tiful reds, cheery yellows, bright pinks and vivid whites 
to perfect purples, soft peach and more. And while you 
may see blue and green gerberas, those are most likely 
victims of artificial coloring.

“They really are a customer favorite,” says Cole 
Webster, general manager of The Barn Nursery in 
Chattanooga, Tennessee. “They’re bright, fun and 
an iconic bloom. When I think of summer and warm 
weather, I think of gerbera daisies.”

With proper care, though, these blooms can last well 
past spring and through the heat of summer — and 
possibly through the cold of winter.

Gerbera daisies are a 
colorful burst of sunshine

Sweet & Simple
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A few things you might not 
know about gerbera daisies
Not only are gerbera daisies 
among the most popular flowers, 
but they also have an interesting 
history. They enjoy longevity, have 
medicinal uses and are made up of 
a surprisingly complex structure.

 \ Dutchman Jan Frederic 
Gronovius wished to honor a 
German botanist and physician, 
Traugott Gerber, when naming 
the genus Gerbera in the 1700s. 

 \ Gerberas can last in a water-
filled vase for two weeks, making 
them among the longest-lasting 
cut flowers.

 \ The plant is also believed by 
many to have health benefits, 
pulling carbon dioxide and 
other toxins found in the air 
and discharging oxygen. Some 
people even place gerberas by 
their bedsides.

 \ The structure of the gerbera 
is complex. At first, the flower 
seems to be a single flower head 
with many small petals. However, 
the gerbera flower actually 
consists of a huge cluster of 
hundreds of tinier flowers.

 \ Scientific researchers have 
examined the daisies as they 
study the formation of flowers. 
And the flower is resistant to 
fungal diseases.

 \ Similar to sunflowers, gerber 
daisies track the sun. The flower 
turns as the light moves from 
east to west.

 \ About 40 documented species of 
gerberas exist.

Source: flowerweb.com

HERE ARE SOME TIPS WEBSTER OFFERS 
TO ENSURE THEIR SURVIVAL:

 \ Gerbera daisies should be watered every 
couple of days. It’s easy to tell if they’re 
desperate for a drink. The leaves sag, 
and the blooms wilt. “I like telling peo-
ple to water them whenever you think 
about it,” Webster says.

 \ The best time to water is in the morning. 
But if you forget, water in the afternoon. 
Don’t wait until the next day. If you’re 
thirsty, you don’t tell yourself you’ll 
wait until tomorrow to get something to 
drink.

 \ Fertilize every three weeks. For con-
tainer plants, Webster recommends a 
product like Scotts Super Bloom or some 
other plant food that has a high phospho-
rus level to help promote big blooms. If 
you plant your daisies in the ground, a 
slow-release fertilizer is your best bet.

 \ Gerberas are sun-loving plants, but sun 
is too much of a good thing when tem-
peratures climb to 90 degrees and higher. 
This is the time of year you should limit 

their sunning to mornings, moving them 
into the shade in the heat of the after-
noon.

 \ Gerbera daisies can come back next 
year if you winterize them. In the South, 
particularly those areas where mild win-
ters prevail, mulch the daisies well, and 
they’ll reappear next spring. In areas that 
suffer through freezing winter tempera-
tures, bring the daisies inside and place 
them in a bright window or greenhouse, 
watering and fertilizing as needed. 
Note, however, gerberas are more likely 
to come back and rebloom if they are 
planted outdoors. They can last for two 
to three years.

 \ Use gerberas in an arrangement for a 
stunning, colorful showpiece. Their 
stems are hollow, allowing a wire to be 
inserted into them if needed for stability.

 \ If you plan ahead, you can start gerberas 
from seed, but it will take about six 
months for them to reach maturity. Plant 
seeds around Thanksgiving for spring 
blooms. 
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DEVICE OF THE MONTH

Kerry Sutton

We’re launching a 
podcast!
Want to learn more about 
the folks you read about in 
Connection? Then check 
out our upcoming podcast, 
hosted by Kerry Sutton. 

Details coming soon!
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TECH TIPS

Oculus Quest
If you’ve been looking to 
take a very real plunge into 
virtual reality, you can’t 
go wrong with the Oculus 
Quest. The key difference 
between the Quest and 
other headsets is that it 
doesn’t require you to be 
tethered to a powerful PC 
to run, although there’s an 
optional cable available for 
PC gamers. You can also 
share your VR experience 
with others who can follow 
what you see using a TV 
or smartphone. Its simple 
setup, wireless gameplay 
and comfortable hardware 
make the Quest the best 
all-around VR device. $399 
MSRP 64 GB version, $499 
for 128 GB.

The old saying “a watched pot never 
boils” speaks to how slowly time 
can seem to pass. A newer saying, “a 

watched file never downloads,” may mean you 
need to upgrade your internet speed. As more 
and more of us work from home, participate in 
videoconferencing, stream high-definition con-
tent and take up online gaming, a slow connec-
tion may become a bottleneck.

The Federal Communications Commission 
considers broadband internet to have a mini-
mum download speed of 25 Mbps and a mini-
mum upload speed of 3 Mbps. 

So, how do you determine what speed is 
right for you? It really depends on the services 
you use and how many household members 
take advantage of them. If all you do is general 
browsing or email, you can get away with lower 
speeds. Demand spikes, however, once you start 
launching high-demand applications such as 
HD video, multiplayer games, or frequent file 
downloads and uploads.

Even with their baseline of 25 Mbps down-
load speeds for broadband, the FCC recom-
mends faster speeds if you have two or more 
users or devices running those high-demand 
applications at the same time. For example, 
families need higher speeds if a parent in the 
living room watches Netflix while the kids 

play Fortnite or stream YouTube videos in their 
bedrooms. If you add more users or devices, the 
need for faster connections becomes greater, 
even if they aren’t running those high-demand 
services.

As our homes become smarter and we have 
more and more devices connected to the inter-
net — smartphones, tablets, digital assistants, 
security systems, game consoles, etc. — higher 
speeds are necessary to get the most out of those 
devices. 

TERMS YOU SHOULD KNOW: MBPS

Mbps means “megabits per second,” and it 
is how internet speed is usually measured, 
although it’s best thought of as how much 
data may be transferred. Latency refers 
to the time it takes for information to get 
from one point to another. Your internet 
speed is a mix of both. When you’re 
downloading a file, think of it broken down 
and packed into a fleet of delivery trucks. 
Even if the trucks are fast (low latency), 
more of them can get to you on a six-lane 
highway (high Mbps) than on a country 
road (low Mbps).

Level up Match your need 
with your speed



OUT OF THIS WORLD
OBSERVATORY USES THE INTERNET 
TO SHARE THE WONDERS OF SPACE
Story by ANDREA AGARDY | Photography contributed by COSMIC OBSESSION KERRVILLE

Tucked away in the 
Texas Hill Country, 
an area known for the 

beauty of its landscapes, is 
a facility that has its sights 
set squarely on the heavens. 
Cosmic Obsession Kerrville, 
which amateur astronomer 
Bob Fitzhenry and his wife, 
Debbie, built, studies the 
night sky and shares its find-
ings with astronomy buffs all 
around the world.

SEARCHING THE SKY
Cosmic Obsession is a family operation, 

with the couple’s daughter and son-in-law, 
Robin and Francis Walsh, also actively 
involved. It started as a single-telescope 
observatory in Tomball, part of the 
Houston metropolitan area. However, the 
amount of ambient light made that loca-
tion less than ideal.

“After two years of using that observa-
tory, we realized that it was just too close 
to the city to get the view of the night 
skies that we wanted to get,” says Francis 
Walsh, Cosmic Obsession Kerrville’s mar-
keting officer. “So in 2016, Bob decided to 
go look for another spot.”

Consulting maps that chart light pollu-
tion, Fitzhenry found the dark night sky he 
was looking for in Kerrville. He and his 
wife bought property there, and in 2016, 
began building a home and the observa-
tory. Cosmic Obsession Kerrville began 
operating in late 2019, when the Fitzhen-
rys relocated to Kerrville permanently.

SHARING THE SIGHTS
Although the observatory is not open 

to the public, its internet connection from 
HCTC enables Cosmic Obsession to share 
images from its multiple telescopes online 
with an audience of as many as 150,000 
people. “We needed an internet connection 
that was quick and fast,” Walsh says. “Bob 
and Debbie researched where we could 
get internet service in Kerrville and found 
HCTC. They were able to provide high-
speed internet.”

There are six sophisticated and 
high-powered telescopes pointed at the 
sky when the roof of the observatory is 
rolled back. Some of the instruments 
belong to Joe Sardina, the owner of 
nightskiesnetwork.com. Although Sardina 
is based in the Northeast, “he can control 
his telescopes remotely from New Jersey,” 
Walsh says. “To do that, you need high-
speed internet. The equipment works best 
when the internet is strong, steady and 
reliable.”

Livestreams of the observatory’s tele-
scopes are available on nightskiesnetwork.
com, and the photos of celestial bodies 
captured by the telescopes regularly 
appear on Cosmic Obsession Kerrville’s 
Facebook page.

A HOBBY WITH A PURPOSE
The observatory isn’t a business venture 

for the family — Walsh describes the 
endeavor as a “family-owned astronomy 
outreach collaborative.” It’s a hobby 
they’re excited to share with the world.

“It’s been great fun for the family,” he 
says. “I mentor a teacher and students in 
Cameroon. There’s a lot of outreach that 
goes on that’s really important, and it is a 
result of all the activity made possible by 
an internet connection.”

The family plans to keep pointing their 
telescopes skyward in hopes of discov-
ering a new comet they can then name. 
“At this point,” Walsh says, “the future is 
to see how many objects can we actually 
point our telescopes to, and do they affect 
us in some way, or are they just a beautiful 
sight?”

To learn more about Cosmic Obsession 
Kerrville, visit cosmicobsession.com or 
search for Cosmic Obsession Kerrville on 
Facebook. 

HCTC July/August 2020 | 9

Images of Elephant Trunk Globule are 
highly sought after by astronomers.

The Seagull Nebula imaged by the 
Takahashi TOA-130 telescope.
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Technology in the growing field
Innovations in automation help farmers work more efficiently

BROADBAND:
HELPING YOU FARM

Story by LAZ DENES 

Never has technology 
been more important 
to the agriculture 

industry than it is today. As 
farmers and ranchers face 
challenges such as dimin-
ishing sustainable farmland, 
rising costs of supplies and 
equipment, workforce short-
ages, and ever-changing con-
sumer preferences, they must 
find ways to produce more 
without breaking the bank.

Fortunately, technology enables farm-
ers to shave hours, days and even weeks 
off some of the most time-consuming 
tasks to make their operations more 
efficient than ever.

Corey Poss, an agronomist with the 
Rutherford Farmers Cooperative in 
Murfreesboro, Tennessee, oversees an 
operation that offers satellite and drone 
technology to help map, monitor and 
analyze crop fields. Another solution is 
a forecasting tool that can predict the 
yield of a particular crop to within 10% 
— before seeds are even planted.

“Crop ground is getting swallowed up 
every day, and we’ve got more people 
to feed, so we have to apply technology 
everywhere we can to be as efficient as 

possible and not waste time and money,” 
says Poss, who is in his sixth year with 
the Rutherford co-op after graduat-
ing with an agribusiness degree from 
Tennessee Tech University.

“A lot of our larger growers are 
participating with us free of charge,” 
he says. “The technology originated in 
the Midwest — the Corn Belt. I don’t 
ever have to step in the field. We can 
get a much more accurate look from 
above. We can identify problems with 
water, nutrient deficiency and disease 
on a wide scale, and we can advise the 
farmer so he can apply his fertilizer 
accordingly. With our satellite and drone 
technology, we can cover as much as 
1,000 acres a day.”
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PRESCRIPTION FOR SUCCESS
Poss and his crew of four agronomists 

use the fast fiber optic network at their 
Woodbury and Smithville locations to 
process analytics that farmers then load 
into their automated equipment to enable 
a precise distribution of fertilizer, pesti-
cides and nutrients on every square inch 
of a growing field.

It’s a practice called “writing pre-
scriptions,” something with which Texas 
farmer Spence Pennington has become all 
too familiar. Five years ago, he returned 
to his family farm in Raymondville after 
serving as an Air Force aircraft mainte-
nance officer. He and his family grow 
cotton, grain sorghum, corn, sugarcane 
and sesame seed. They also raise Brangus 
cattle in Willacy, Cameron and Hidalgo 
counties in the Rio Grande Valley. 
Pennington appreciates the ability to 
pinpoint the varying requirements of his 
family’s farmland through technology.

“I have 10 to 12 systems — my tractors 
and all my equipment — and I can link 
them all together to make them all sync, 
thanks to the broadband at my house,” he 
says. “I can run my agriculture systems, 
security systems, monitor my equipment. 
I can literally see the water temp in the 
radiator of one of my tractors, all from 
home. When I’m at home, I’m still con-
nected to my farm.”

Pennington and his wife, Emily, an 
Iowa native he met while on active duty 
in Ramstein, Germany, also rely on 
broadband technology to help them stay 

on top of their continuing duties as Air 
Force reservists. Pennington is a lieu-
tenant colonel and commander of the 
433rd Maintenance Squadron at Lackland 
Air Force Base in San Antonio. His wife, 
a nurse practitioner at a local regional 
hospital, still serves as an Air Force major. 
Stationed at Scott Air Force Base near St. 
Louis, she is the chief nurse of the 932nd 
Aeromedical Evacuation Squadron.

“We live multiple lives, and we have 
to cover a lot of ground,” Pennington 
says. “After working 12 to 13 hours a 
day on the farm, I come home and have 
to take care of business as commander of 
my unit. I’m responsible for 250 people 
remotely, and I’m logging into a very 
encrypted system.

“Having fast internet has literally 
changed our lives, and we’ve gotten so 
much family time back,” he says. “No 
more headaches, and everything is so 
much quicker. We’ve been married just 
over three years, and we have two kids 
now, so we can really appreciate being 
able to take care of our military duties that 
much more quickly and efficiently.”

MAKING THE GRADE
Reliable broadband service also is a 

valuable tool for the Bonanza Bean farm-
ing operation headquartered in Morris, 
Minnesota. The company processes black 
beans and three varieties of kidney beans 
and sells to national and international 
companies from its state-of-the-art facili-
ties in Minnesota and Arizona.

The company touts its magnetic dirt 
separator, which uses magnets to remove 
dirt with high concentrations of iron from 
the beans. It also sells a state-of-the-art, 
infrared-camera technology for sorting 
that can differentiate a black bean from a 
dirtball.

“That machine has really changed our 
industry,” says Andy Hacker, Bonanza 
Bean operations manager. “The needle 
machine picks out anything that has a 
sprout or a skin defect or anything that we 
can catch with a needle. At Bonanza Bean, 
we never let anything leave our facility 
that doesn’t make USDA Grade No. 1. 
With our cleaning facility, we’re able to 
accomplish that.”

About 60 million pounds of beans roll 
through its processing plants each year, 
with particular emphasis on international 
sales. Broadband service allows its sales 
staff to monitor up-to-the-minute market 
data and communicate with its vast array 
of customers. 

Drone technology allows Corey 
Poss, of the Rutherford Farmers 
Cooperative, to monitor fields.

Bonanza Bean, which 
processes millions of pounds 
of product, relies on broadband 
to aid in sales and marketing.

Andy Hacker serves as 
operations manager 
for Bonanza Bean in 
Morris, Minnesota.



Wine has a long and storied 
history that stretches across 
centuries and spans the 

globe. In the Lone Star State, however, 
winemaking is a much more recent 
development. The history of Texas wine 
is happening now, and one of the state’s 
pioneering families in the industry is 
sharing the fruits of their labor from a 
112-year-old converted house in Comfort.

From its tasting room on Front Street, 
Newsom Vineyards offers visitors 24 
different wines to choose from, all made 
from grapes grown in the family’s Plains 
vineyards. “We’re one of the older 
vineyards in Texas,” says third-genera-
tion wine grower Nolan Newsom, who 
manages the tasting room. “The age of the 
vines is a factor in quality, so having vines 
that are 35 years old means we have some 
very sought-after grapes.”

GROWING A BUSINESS
Newsom Vineyards began when Neal 

Newsom, Nolan’s father, decided to use 
a small portion of his cotton farm to 
grow grapes. Neal’s parents soon did the 
same, and the family business took root. 
“They each planted a half-acre of cab-
ernet sauvignon in the spring of 1986,” 
Nolan Newsom says. What started as an 
experiment grew into 19 different varieties 
spread across 160 acres.

Located roughly 70 miles southwest of 
Lubbock with a high elevation and low 
humidity, Plains has an ideal climate for 

vineyards. “Probably 90% of all the wine 
grapes in Texas are grown southwest of 
Lubbock,” Newsom says. “In Yoakum 
County, we have cotton, cattle and caber-
net. That’s one of my dad’s catchphrases.”

BRANCHING OUT
After decades of selling grapes to other 

wineries — many of which have won 
awards with their Newsom grapes wines 
— the family decided to give winemak-
ing a try. “The first wine made under our 
own label started in 2013,” Newsom says. 
“That’s been my project for the last five 
years or so. When I opened the tasting 
room, I had two white wines and two red 
wines. Now I have 24, 100% out of our 
family vineyards. There are only six win-
eries in Texas that can say they grow and 
produce all of their own wine.”

While Plains is a perfect location for 
growing grapes, the Hill Country — and 
Comfort, specifically — was a better loca-
tion for the Newsom Vineyards Tasting 
Room because of the area’s popularity 
with tourists and Comfort’s supportive 
business community.

Story by ANDREA AGARDY  |  Photography by GABRIEL HERRERA

Corks are popping at  
Newsom Vineyards Tasting Room

Cheers!
Nolan Newsom

Newsom Vineyards wines are 
made from grapes produced by 

the family’s vines in Plains.

The tasting room is a 
converted 1908 house.
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“I sit directly between a distillery, a 
brewery, a cigar lounge and a couple of 
restaurants,” Newsom says. “If I didn’t 
have the support of the community, I 
wouldn’t have lasted 3 ½ years — that I 
do know.”

Those neighboring businesses have 
removed the fences separating their 
properties and created a shared space 
dubbed the Comfort Backyard where they 
often host concerts and other events. “We 
have food trucks and live music and craft 
cocktails and drinks and beer and wine,” 
Newsom says. “So long as it comes off of 
this block, we all support each other. You 
can get a beer on one side, food on the 
other side — wood-fired pizza, a cocktail 
or a glass of wine — sit down in the mid-
dle and listen to the music.”

BROADBAND MAKES IT BETTER
HCTC is also a part of the Comfort 

community, and the cooperative recently 
gave back to its neighbors by providing 
free Wi-Fi for all of downtown.

“They actually mounted a stadium 
Wi-Fi booster on the back side of the 
tasting room here so everyone in the 
Backyard has free, fiber optic, high-speed 
Wi-Fi from HCTC,” Newsom says. 

“People sit out here and work on their 
computers and stuff. When we’ve had 
bigger events and concerts, some people 
have actually set up cameras out here and 
livestreamed our events.”

FIND WHAT YOU LOVE
Tastings at the Newsom Vineyards 

Tasting Room are guided experiences per-
sonalized for each guest’s palate. For $12, 
visitors can sample six wines.

“Either you can choose or you can tell 
me what you like and I’ll know which 
direction to go,” Newsom says. “The tast-
ings amount to about a full glass of wine. 
You can decide what you like and don’t 
like, and then you can buy a glass or bot-
tles. You get to try a little bit of everything 
or maybe something new you’ve never 
had.” 

Newsom Vineyards 
Tasting Room

717 Front St., Comfort
806-549-6732

newsomvineyards.com

It’s easy for a newcomer to wine to 
feel intimidated and overwhelmed. 
But never fear! Nolan Newsom, 
manager of the Newsom Vineyards 
Tasting Room, has some tips to help 
you navigate the wide world of wine. 

“There’s only one rule, ultimately: 
If you don’t like it, don’t drink it,” 
Newsom says.

He recommends including food in 
the equation. “Wine is meant to be 
enjoyed with food, and that’s still 
really the best way to learn,” the 
former sous chef says. “A wine by 
itself may taste terrible, but if you 
have the right wine with the right 
food it’s an enlightening experience. 
The wine cleans your palate, so it 
makes every bite of food taste like 
the first bite, and vice versa. It’s a 
symbiotic relationship.”

If the wine aisle in the grocery store 
seems daunting, don’t be afraid 
to ask for help. “There’s usually a 
wine steward in the grocery store,” 
Newsom says. “You can ask to see 
the steward or the wine buyer and 
ask for advice.”

Once you get your bottles home, 
unless they’re part of tonight’s 
menu, store them on their sides 
in a dark place. “Sunlight’s one of 
the things that will ruin wine faster, 
that’s why they’re in dark green 
bottles typically, at least for red 
wines,” he says. “But, ultimately 
it’s the lifetime of the cork that 
determines how long you can lay 
down or cellar wine. Most wines 
are only meant to be kept 10 or 12 
years.”

Here’s some advice 
from an expert

New to wine? 

Visitors can choose their tasting 
samples from 24 different 
Newsom Vineyards wines.
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Is there anything more 
refreshing on a hot sum-
mer day in Texas than a 

scoop of ice-cold ice cream?
“No,” says Kelly Bogard, a food editor 

who is now advertising coordinator for 
the Texas Farm Bureau, a Waco-based 
organization with a membership of more 
than 500,000 farm families.

“Our mission is to be the voice of 
Texas agriculture,” she says. But, on a 
warm summer afternoon, you’ll most 
likely find Bogard screaming for ice 
cream. It doesn’t matter if it’s store-
bought — preferably Blue Bell’s Birthday 
Cake with its big chunks of icing and 
sprinkles — or homemade. “My favorite 
homemade is Big Red ice cream,” she 
says. “It was the first kind of ice cream I 
ever learned to make.”

Bogard, married for 20 years to her 
childhood sweetheart, Daniel, has a 
10-year-old daughter, Kaitlyn, with 
whom she enjoys making ice cream. The 
mother and daughter usually make the 
no-churn kind so that they can make as 
much or as little as they want.

“We can even divide up the base and 
add special toppings — whatever we like 
the best — for each of us,” Bogard says, 
adding that her daughter’s favorite flavors 
are cookie monster and mint chocolate 
chip. But she remembers making ice 
cream the old-fashioned way when she 
was a child with her Grandma Willie, 
watching as her grandmother cranked an 
old wooden ice cream freezer by hand, 
churning out the delicious frozen treat.

“There are so many ways to make 
ice cream now, from freezers that make 
individual portions to fancy multispeed 
ones that you attach to a stand mixer,” 
she says. Of the three that she has at 

home, the one she’s found 
to do the best job combines 
Grandma Willie’s freezer 
with modern technology — 
a wooden bucket with an 
electric motor.

“I think the wood keeps 
the container colder,” she 
says. “Although the old 
hand-cranked freezer 
brings back great child-
hood memories of time 
spent with family, I really 
don’t miss it. I was too 
little to make it churn, so 
I had to sit on the top to 
keep it in place. It got 
kind of cold up there!”

Making good ice 
cream isn’t difficult, 
but there are a couple 
of tricks to follow to 
ensure it will freeze and not leave 
you with a goopy mess.

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

SOUTHWEST KITCHENS

We all scream for it
Here’s how to experience ice cream in new and unique ways
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Bogard advises:
• Use a towel to cover the ice and rock 

salt so it keeps the cold in longer 
while it is churning. Just be careful 
not to get the towel too close to the 
motor.

• Don’t forget to chill your ice cream 
canister overnight before using it. If 
you don’t, it takes forever for the ice 
cream to start setting up.

• Make sure to dissolve all of the sugar 
so it doesn’t end up grainy.

• If you don’t have an ice cream maker, 
you can still make ice cream. Whip 
your ingredients really well, and place 
them in a shallow container in the 
freezer overnight. The next day, you 
will have no-churn ice cream.

Kelly Bogard 
loves making 
ice cream with 
her daughter, 
Kaitlyn.



Here are some of Bogard’s favorite 
recipes, starting with Grandma 
Willie’s specialty. 

BIG RED ICE CREAM
This favorite of Kelly Bogard’s takes just 
five minutes to prepare. Freezing time 
depends on your ice cream maker.

 1 1/2  liters Big Red soda
 2  14-ounce cans sweetened  
  condensed milk
 24  ounces frozen strawberries,   
  thawed
 1  10-pound bag of ice (for ice 
  cream freezer)
  Rock salt (for ice cream freezer)

In a large bowl, combine Big Red and 
sweetened condensed milk. Stir in 
thawed strawberries. Pour mixture into 
a chilled ice cream canister. Cover 
and churn in the ice cream maker per 
the manufacturer’s directions. Serve 
immediately or freeze overnight in a 
freezer-safe container. Makes 4 quarts 
of ice cream. 

HOMEMADE VANILLA ICE 
CREAM

 4  cups whole milk
 2  cups sugar
 4  cups heavy cream
 2  tablespoons vanilla extract
 1/2  teaspoon salt
 1  vanilla bean (optional)
  Rock salt (for ice cream maker)

Place the ice cream container in the 
freezer to chill overnight before using it 
to make ice cream.

Scald the milk. Pour the warm milk over 
the sugar to dissolve, and mix in the 
heavy cream, vanilla extract and salt. 
Split and scrape the paste from one 
vanilla bean, if using. Add the vanilla 
bean paste to the ice cream mixture 
and mix well to combine.

Chill for 30 minutes in the refrigera-
tor. Pour the ice cream mixture into 

the ice cream container. Churn per 
manufacturer’s instructions. Place the 
container in a freezer to set until firm. 
Makes 8 servings.

FRIED ICE CREAM

 1/2  gallon vanilla ice cream (store-
  bought or homemade), slightly 
  softened
 1/2  sleeve cinnamon graham 
  crackers
 1/2  cup chopped pecans
 2  cups cornflakes cereal
 1 egg, beaten
  Chocolate syrup

Scoop ice cream into plastic wrap, 
shape it into a ball and freeze for 1 hour.
Place graham crackers and pecans in a 
food processor and process until fairly 
smooth. Set aside. Whisk egg. Set aside. 

Crush cereal. Set aside. Unwrap the ice 
cream ball and roll it in the graham 
cracker mixture. Coat it with egg, then 
roll it in the crushed cereal, pressing the 
cereal firmly onto the ice cream ball. 
Freeze for 4 hours.

Heat oil in a deep pot to 400 F. Place the 
ice cream ball in the hot oil until golden, 
at least 15 seconds. Move to a serving 
plate and drizzle with chocolate. Serve 
hot. Makes 4 servings. 

G
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