
































         
           

             
            
             

            
         

       
          
          

           

            
            

            
           

 

to the sector’s website, it now employs about 700 agents and 50 
support staff  Among them, Monroe says, are quite a few young 
men and women who grew up right here in town  

The other pillar of Marfa’s economy doesn’t jump out at you until 
you walk up Highland Street toward the big pink palace that houses 
the Presidio County Courthouse  Glance inside the aging storefronts, 
and where you might expect to find a Western Auto or a feed store, 
you’ll find, instead, art gallery after art gallery  

The story of Marfa as a destination for art lovers begins in the 
early 1970s with the arrival of minimalist artist Donald Judd  Drawn 
to Marfa by its arid landscapes, he soon began buying up land, first 
the 60,000-acre Ayala de Chinati Ranch, then an entire abandoned 
military base  In what must have seemed a grandly quixotic gesture 
at the time, he opened Marfa’s first art gallery  

Then something strange and wonderful happened  Artists began 
to gravitate to this dry little West Texas town to be part of a growing 
arts scene, and behind them, in seasonal droves, came the arts 
tourists  

Monroe’s writing career really took off after she moved to 
Marfa—a fact that she believes is no coincidence. “It wasn’t my in-
tention in moving out here, but I think living here has been an ad-
vantage in that I come across a lot of stories,” she says. “Things kind 
of bubble up here—not just regional stories either.” 

Some of those stories, which increasingly have appeared in promi-
nent national venues like The New Yorker, New York Magazine, Slate, 
The New Republic, and The Guardian, have grown directly out of her 
engagement in the Marfa community. In fact, the article that really 
put her on the map for national editors happened, in large part, be-
cause of her decision to join the local fire department. 

“I read Norman Maclean’s book Young Men and Fire,” she says. 
“I just loved that book, and then I was like, ‘Oh wait, I’m moving to 
a place where they have wildfires.’” Fighting fires, she thought, 
would be a good way to connect with the land, and as a writer, she 
was drawn by the sheer drama of firefighting. “And then, you learn 
so much about the town,” she adds. “You know—not just the tourist 
surface, but the rural realities of living in a place.” 

A year later, when a fertilizer plant exploded in West, Texas 
 “That’s West—comma—Texas, which is actually hours east of 
here”), Monroe found that her status as a first responder was her 
“in” for an important story. In the course of the investigation, a fire-
fighter named Bryce Reed had gone from local hero to jailed suspect. 
Monroe wanted to tell his story, and her credentials as a fellow fire-
fighter were key to earning his trust. 

The resulting article, which she considers her first real work of in-
depth reporting, became a study of Reed’s firefighter psyche and the 
role it played in his ordeal and his eventual vindication. “In my expe-
rience, it’s not universal, but a lot of people who are willing to run 
toward the disaster, there’s some ego there,” she says. “And it 
seemed to me that in some ways he was being punished for letting 
that ego show.” 

The 8,000-word piece, which appeared in Oxford American in 
2014, helped shift her career into high gear. Despite her usual 
writer’s insecurities about making such a claim herself  “As soon as 
you say that, a thunderbolt comes and zaps you”), she hasn’t looked 
back. 

Recently, she put her freelance career on hold in order to finish a 
book, the subject of which harkens back to her very first published 
essay—women and crime. “It centers on the stories of four different 
women over the course of 100 years, each of whom became obsessed 
with a true crime story,” she says. “And each of those four women 
imagined themselves into a different role in the story. One becomes 
the detective, one imagines herself in the role of the victim, one is the 
lawyer, and one is the killer.” 

She already has a publisher, along with a deadline of September to 
finish the draft. What comes after that, she doesn’t even want to 
think about. “For now, I’m just working on this book,” she says, 
“and the book feels like a wall I can’t see over.” 

That description—a wall I can’t see over—might also apply to how 
I feel about Marfa as I walk up its dusty main street  From a dis-
tance, today’s Marfa seems to be a strange composite—a place 
where down-home, red-state America and elitist, blue-state America 
meet cute and coexist in a kind of harmonious interdependence  

As I walk, I see things that seem to feed that theory—like two men 
walking into the post office, one dressed all in black, with a shaved 
head and a small earring, the other in a huge cowboy hat and blue 
jeans, with a big bushy mustache and a pistol on his hip  

But at the same time, I’m struck by the sense that there are two 
Marfas here, one layered imperfectly over the top of the other, like 
that old sky-blue Ford F250 pickup I see parked in the shade of a 
live oak, with a surreal, airbrushed depiction of giant bees stuck in 
pink globs of bubblegum flowing down its side  

Monroe quickly pulls me back to earth—where the real Marfa 
resides  

“This is not a typical small town,” she says, “There’s not a ton of 
meth. There are jobs. It’s easy to romanticize this place, but it’s an 
economy that is running on art money and Border Patrol money, and I 
don’t know if that’s a sustainable model. You can’t scale that model.” 

Monroe is quick to point out that the advantages conferred by 
Marfa’s unique niche in the art world are part of what makes the little 
town so livable. That’s why she’s able to shop at a gourmet grocery 
store, attend a film festival and listen to a cool public radio station. 
“You know, I don’t think I could live in just, like, a random tiny 
Texas town,” she admits. 

But those things are only part of what has kept her here. The rest 
has to do with the very real attractions of small-town life—or rather, 
of life in that dying civic breed, the thriving small town. “This is the 
only small town I’ve ever lived in,” she says, “and it’s such a unique 
case. It does have, in its own way, a booming economy, right? And I 
think that’s not the case for a lot of small towns, where you get a lot 
of despair and disinvestment and detachment, because there’s not a 
lot of hope that anything can change or get better. People like com-
ing here, people like living here, because it largely feels good, because 
it has found this economic niche, so that it’s not a dying small town. 
And that’s rare, and I think there’s a hunger for that.” 

As a volunteer in the schools, the radio station and—of course— 
the fire department, Monroe is engaged in the community in ways 
that seem to come naturally here. “Yeah, you can’t be like, ‘That’s 
not my area. That’s not my role.’ Everybody here is required to step 
up and help out, and that feels like the norm.” 
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She has also come to appreciate Marfa’s small-town emphasis on 
simply getting along. “I wouldn’t say my lesson here has been assum-
ing good faith on the other side or something like that. It’s more dif-
fuse than that—just the sense that when you live in this small place, 
there is a strong sense of mutual reliance, just one school, one post of-
fice, one bank that you share with people who are different from you. 
And you realize that other people’s opinions are more nuanced.” 

Anyway, she says, residents are far more likely to be vociferous 
about local decisions than national ones—for example, a move to put 
in parking meters on Marfa’s streets. “People can get way more fired 
up about that than about stuff that feels somewhat removed from 
here.” 

All in all, Marfa just feels like home in a way Monroe has never ex-
perienced before. “It’s a quiet, beautiful life, but not too quiet. I 
think there’s an element of small-town, mutual care. We’re in it to-
gether. That is really nice. I like that my friends include everybody 
from teenagers to people in their 70s—a much more diverse group, 
in every sense of the word, than when I was living in Baltimore.” 

Ask whether she’s here to stay, however, and her reaction is an 
involuntary shudder. “Who are you—my dad?” she laughs. “I don’t 
know. I can’t—no comment. I really have no idea.” 

After all, a person who follows her intuition has to keep her 
options open. 

Leaving Marfa, I stop for a few moments to take in one of its most 
iconic images—a famous art installation known as Prada Marfa  If 
you search for Marfa on Google, it’s the first image that comes up  
And a strange scene it is—what appears to be a tiny boutique, with 
plate-glass windows opening onto a showroom of expensive and 
stylish shoes and purses, surrounded by nothing but miles and miles 
of empty scrub desert  Looking at it before I made the trip, I thought 
it was a wonderfully eccentric encapsulation of what Marfa seemed 
to stand for  

Here’s the irony—it’s not really located in Marfa at all  It’s about 
40 miles away, outside a little town called Valentine  But I suppose 
“Prada Valentine” just wouldn’t have the same ring  PCM 

30 













            
              

          
         

            
            

              
           

 

a gentle scoff at her husband’s building skills, she came to his rescue. 
With scrap wood found around their farm, she designed and built her 
husband a rustic podium—all in one hour. 

Jazmin admits that they had nearly given up their dream of buying 
a home because there were few, if any, properties that fit their budget 
in the area. As the housing crunch in the Bay Area and the East Bay 
pushes people out, it’s created a trickle-down effect that has increased 
property prices in small towns like theirs. In addition, local policies 
are in place to preserve farmland, explains Chris. There’s a big push 
not to subdivide under 40 acres. 

Almost by chance, Chris found their farm for sale, but the house 
was in bad shape, unlivable really, and in dire need of some tender 
love and care. Jazmin—who admits to being a fan of HGTV’s Fixer 
Upper, a home remodeling show—was not only undaunted; she was 
inspired. After fresh coats of paint, new floors and windows, new toi-
lets and the coming together of family and friends, Rancho Colibri 
was born.  

Upstairs, the living room’s glass doors open to a deck that over-
looks the valley floor and beautiful Santa Lucia Highlands where 
Pisoni Farm’s vineyards are located. Jazmin, a newly minted bee-
keeper and a master gardener, has introduced beehives, an insectary 
and a new orchard of her own design to Pisoni’s vineyard. 

Jazmin still has a list of projects around the farm, but the place 
already has the indelible stamp of the Lopezes. A small hallway table 
with an odd assortment of jars is both a décor element and station for 
her kombucha tea fermentation. Midcentury modern furniture, 
bought used and restored by Chris, dots the four-bedroom home.    

A FUTURE SOWED 
With her roots firmly planted in the soil, Jazmin is happy. 

In early fall, she started a prestigious program she’s had her eye on 
since the first year she started working in agriculture as a grower edu-
cation program assistant for the California Strawberry Commission. 
She’s part of the new cohort for the California Agricultural Leader-
ship Program, a 17-month intensive program to develop a variety of 
agricultural leadership skills. 

“I tend to be on the shy side, and when I attend meetings that 
are ag-related, I’m in a room full of older white men, and I lose my 
voice. I don’t feel comfortable speaking up. And even though I know 
I bring a different perspective as a Latina in agriculture, there’s still 
that fear that I haven’t been in this that long, that I’m not an expert 
in this.” The program is challenging her not just to find her voice but 
to own it. 

“I hate public speaking—I can do it, but I avoid it when possible. 
That’s one thing this program is pushing me to do—to be comfort-
able with being uncomfortable. It’s a really big deal for me because I 
want to develop into an individual, a Latina who is able to speak up 
and share her perspective. It’s a privilege getting to participate in this 
program.” 

Jazmin’s drive doesn’t stop there, however. On top of her full-
time job at Pisoni, supporting her husband’s campaign for county su-
pervisor, the never-ending list of chores and home renovation 
projects on the farm, she’s also just deeply committed to giving back. 

For the past few years, Jazmin has been a volunteer with the 
Make-A-Wish Foundation. As a Spanish-speaking volunteer, she gets 
called on to interview Latino families to find out what wish a child 

wants to see come true. “Make-A-Wish does a good job of making 
families feel special. A lot of the families I have interviewed are farm-
working families or recent immigrants. When they get the red-carpet 
treatment and see a big black limo show up at their apartment com-
plex, it just shines a light of positivity during a dark time.” 

Jazmin also recently joined the board of nonprofit Rancho Cielo 
in Salinas, an organization run by alumna Susie Brusa ’84 that helps 
at-risk youth transform their lives and empowers them to become ac-
countable, competent, productive and responsible citizens. 

Lastly, Jazmin is a Master Gardener volunteer through her local 
UC Master Gardener Program. Through this program she provides 
public gardening education and outreach through various community 
workshops, activities and on the web.“ 

For a normal person, this might seem daunting, but as Chris says, 
“Jazmin is a superwoman.” 

For Jazmin, making the time for what she loves to do is no chore 
at all, and Rancho Colibri is the battery pack that keeps her going. 

DOING IT RIGHT 
The first two years of living on their farm was a lot of “trial and 
error” for Jazmin who would walk around the farm to discover what 
plants grew on the property. Since then she has learned to distinguish 
the invasive weeds like shortpod mustard from the native plants and 
is on the offensive to get rid of the invasives. 

“She used to have this little hand pump and walk around the farm, 
so I got this big pump that hooks up to the battery of this Kawasaki 
Mule,” says Chris, who explains he drives the small vehicle with 
Jazmin hunched next to him spraying the weeds. “The neighbors 
think we’re crazy because I’ll be driving as slow as possible and she’ll 
be hitting these little things at the base. The neighbors ask why we 
don’t just boom spray and kill it all and then bring back only what we 
want, but Jazmin is very passionate about the local flora and fauna.” 

Looking at her farm, Jazmin adds, “I’ve never owned this much 
land before, you know? It’s exciting, and I want to take care of it the 
right way.” 

This coming year alone, they plan to install an irrigation system 
around the farm so they can plant more things further away from the 
house and expand their garden, to which they want to add hardscap-
ing. They’ll also continue the offensive against invasive weeds and the 
gophers. “The garden around the house—I have it all designed in my 
head,” Jazmin says. “I know exactly how I want it to look and the 
purpose I want it to serve. On the weekends, I take either Saturday 
or Sunday, or both, to just work on it and make progress.” 

They also plan on building a granny unit for Jazmin’s parents 
when they retire. “I really think they would enjoy living here in their 
retirement,” she says. “They could have some chickens and make 
some mole. That’s another project to figure out this year.” 

The more Jazmin learns about her farm, the more she wants to do 
it all. “I want to have a small fruit tree orchard; we want to have a 
small vineyard to make sparkling wine with our friends; we want to 
have a cornfield. We want it all.” 

“We’ve put a lot of our time and heart and soul into it, and it’s 
just the beginning. We have so many dreams for our little ranchito, 
our Rancho Colibri, and I can’t wait to see what we end up doing 
with it. I can guarantee you that in five years, it’s going to look com-
pletely different.” PCM 
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mates through PCM Class Notes  
Email: pcmnotes@pomona.edu 
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