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To Rick, Sarah, and Grace—

God has given us a life full of
            adventure! I love and thrive on your passion for people and for sharing all things
            good.






  
        

Introduction




Every person who has a story to tell wants to share it. Perhaps that is,
                at least in part, the seed of the idea of southern hospitality. Hospitality is about
                making people who arrive somewhere other than home feel at home: that they’re in
                capable hands, they can relax, their needs will be met, they can be themselves as
                they want to be whether they are inside or in nature. That is a deep emotional
                connection. It is what I call a sense of place. It is what design, at its best, when
                it’s right, creates. 

In the South, we have a tradition of wanting our
                interiors to express who we are—and where we are. In our primary residences, we tend
                to show our life histories. For our second homes, we may often craft a different
                personality. Because we’re southern, and because collecting seems to be a part of
                the DNA of the South, we do much of this through the accumulation of objects,
                artwork, and countless photographs of family and friends. 

Good taste is not
                an abstract ideal for me, but a tangible concept personal to each client. I want to
                capture each of my clients’ personal vision with the same passion as if it were my
                own. To do so, I ask my clients how they live; how they utilize space; if they like
                to entertain; to show me images of what they like; and even more telling, images of
                what they don’t like. After I have a true sense of the client’s lifestyle, I can
                bring in color palettes that reflect their natural preferences, texture and
                furnishings that reflect their personalities, and unique art or accessories that are
                personal to them. 
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I love that the
                houses my designers and I work in today are made for the way we live today; yet they
                almost always carry forward traces, though very faint ones, of the traditions and
                vernaculars of our historic regional building and decorating styles. On Hilton Head
                Island, where southern coastal style is dominant, we use relaxed rather than formal
                references to signal the design heritage of the wider region. To express the spirit
                of an old house in a newly built one, we might use shifting rooflines and different
                building materials to suggest that additions were made to the main house over the
                years. If we use columns inside a home as opposed to outside, they will have simple
                forms and understated capitals with little ornament. There will be a proper entry,
                gracious porches and verandas for catching the breeze, a back hall mudroom for
                practicality, shutters and panels, shades and screens, and so on. All of these
                features belong to the tradition of the southern house. Today we use them still, but
                in the casual forms that suit life as we live it here and now. If a house is meant
                to be unpretentious and cottage-like in feeling, as so many houses in coastal resort
                areas such as Hilton Head are, shake and board and batten serve the purpose—and feel
                quintessentially coastal. 
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                        without pretense—the comfortable sophistication that is the essence of
                        southern coastal style. 




I
                think I have always known that there was power in design and interiors. I grew up in
                High Point, North Carolina, the capital of America’s furniture industry. As early as
                4th grade, I remember saying I wanted to be an interior designer. Throughout my
                childhood, I was always trying to do something to my room and to the house. All my
                extracurricular projects were about designing rooms and furniture. I don’t know
                where my love of interior design came from, because no one in my family was
                interested or involved in it. My father was entrepreneur in auto racing and
                airplanes and heavy equipment. My mother was an accountant. But I never wavered
                through high school, and I received my bachelor’s degree in interior design from
                East Carolina University. 

Putting down roots on Hilton Head was never the
                plan. I came here with a group of girls just after graduation to spend the summer.
                Very quickly, through a friend of a friend, I met Charles Fraser, the pioneering
                developer and a mastermind of the use of protective deeds and covenants, who planned
                Hilton Head and so many other ecologically friendly southern coastal communities,
                and his wife, Mary. When Mary found out that I had an interior design degree, she
                asked if I would come work with them, as they were renovating the Sea Pines
                properties then and she needed someone to liaise with the designers and also to
                collaborate with her on those she was redoing herself and, if all went well, perhaps
                do some of them myself. 

Working for the Frasers that summer was a tremendous
                experience. In retrospect, it had a profound impact on my life. Charles would pull
                me up into his office for planning meetings for other developments, which gave me an
                incredible opportunity to learn about building firsthand. One of my jobs was to
                organize their photo library. They traveled frequently and had amassed a really rich
                archive of design-related images—bicycle stands, lampposts, bridges, gates, you name
                it—from their trips all over Europe and elsewhere. The daily effect of living on
                Hilton Head, which he developed so brilliantly while preserving both the landscape
                and the wildlife, influenced my own passion for the environment. It certainly gave
                me the impetus years later for building the Lowcountry’s first LEED-certified
                building, which houses my firm. 

Toward the end of that first summer on Hilton
                Head, Mary, who thought I dressed well, asked if I would put together a wardrobe for
                their elder daughter, who was off to boarding school. I did, and she loved it. So
                did Mary, who then asked me to do the same for their other daughter, and then for
                herself. Through Mary’s recommendation, I ended up with a clientele and so took a
                career detour into the fashion industry. 

In those days, Savannah had a
                wonderful family-owned department store called Fines. Mr. Fine had the area’s most
                up-to-date sportswear department, so I would shop there and bring the clothes back
                to Hilton Head for my clients. Eventually, he asked me to work for him, promising to
                take me under his wing and teach me to buy in New York. He did. At that time,
                especially in the South, most women and young women built their wardrobes on dresses
                or country separates from Pendleton and the like. But the industry was rapidly
                shifting to separates—sportswear—and Mr. Fine needed someone who knew how to put
                separates together for his in-store fashion shows, store windows, and young women’s
                department. I was just a year out of college, and it was an incredible opportunity.
                The job at Fines led to another job at a very high-end clothing store on Hilton Head
                that was launching a new women’s and children’s boutique; that job led to one at
                another high-end clothing store, as buyer and manager. I knew, though, that fashion
                wasn’t where I wanted my career to be. Not long after, I was offered a position in
                an interior design firm, where I soon became its design manager. 
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On Hilton Head in those days, if
                people wanted great residential interiors, they brought in designers from elsewhere.
                My initial goal was to change that. When the firm was invited to do a show house—my
                very first one—it was a chance to make it clear that we on Hilton Head were capable
                of more than the so-called “resort look”—the flowered sofas, the rattan, the sea
                foam green and mauve color palettes—that was so prevalent then. My house didn’t look
                like that, nor did most of the rest of the world’s. Traditional, always a favorite
                look in the South, was definitely “in” in those days, thanks to Parish-Hadley, Mark
                Hampton, Mario Buatta, and others. For the show house, I went traditional but with a
                twist: I created a deep green bedroom aflame with a camellia-red print. It was
                inspired by Mario Buatta, but I mixed in many more linens and seaside references, a
                meld of two of my favorite looks. That, for me, was really the beginning.
                

Soon after, some developer clients commissioned me to design the reception
                center for the Melrose Club, an innovative resort community they had planned to
                build on Daufuskie Island, a barrier island just off the coast of Hilton Head and
                reachable only by boat. Their overall vision included a 52-room inn in the style of
                an old plantation house, 50 four-bedroom cottages, an equestrian center, and a Jack
                Nicklaus–designed golf course. The reception center, with a decorative scheme that
                was full-on coastal traditional, antiques included, was phase one. Next was the
                equestrian center, which we also did. As for the remaining interiors, my clients had
                made it clear from the outset that they intended to hire a hospitality design
                specialist. When they couldn’t find one that understood the essence of Lowcountry
                Daufuskie Island living, they commissioned me to make a presentation. 
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That project launched me in the resort and golf club
                business, and it snowballed very quickly. The owner of the design firm then sold me
                the business, which I was able to purchase with the help of my developer clients,
                who wanted a design firm that would be able to focus on their resort properties. I
                was all of 28 at the time, and there were some major hiccups in the early years.
                Having grown up in a family business, though, I have always been comfortable in
                business mode. My father always talked to me about business. From the time I was
                small, he would take me with him everywhere; while he was working, I would sit in a
                corner with a book. Even after I moved to Hilton Head, he would talk through deals
                with me. It was such a wonderful upbringing, and most unusual in its way for a girl.
                

When I took over the design firm, we had 12 designers on staff, many of them
                without a formal design education. My vision for the future of the business focused
                on having a staff of professionals, all graduates of accredited, four-year design
                programs. At the time, this was a radical idea for a design firm in a resort area.
                Yet over the past three decades, we’ve become that and more. Today, we are an
                award-winning 45-person firm, internationally renowned for both residential and
                hospitality projects. One of my designers has shared the entire journey; another has
                been with me almost as long; a large cadre has been with J Banks for more than 15
                years. 

We are distinctive in that we do both
                residential and hospitality interiors, often very large ones, many of them overseas,
                from Mexico to Italy and beyond. In part, our twin focus has come about naturally
                because our residential clients go to our resorts and belong to our clubs, and
                vice-versa. Both types of projects develop from the same design principles and
                thought process: first and foremost, insight into the client’s needs and lifestyle;
                a feel for site, cultural context, and geography; planning; and attention to detail.
                What differentiates the two types of projects is scale. What connects the two is
                that we understand resort and hospitality, at home and away from home. Here on
                Hilton Head, we live it, breathe it, and design for it every single day. One of the
                many things that people learn when they move to the southern coastal region is that
                formal does not mean here what it does, or once did, elsewhere. There is such a
                thing as luxury without pretense. It starts with comfort and hospitality. When we
                are comfortable in our home and it expresses the essence of who we are in a relaxed
                way, others become comfortable in it from the moment they walk through the door.
                This is the heart of our southern coastal lifestyle. Here, luxury does not mean
                crystal chandeliers, dark paneling, and elaborate drapes. It is not a quality found
                only in the interior. Luxury can be outside. Casual can be formal. A dinner on the
                lawn at a table set with candles and silver, crystal, and bone china can be the most
                luxurious dinner ever. 
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Thinking about how people actually interact with a space—and how we want
                them to—is the foundation of everything that my designers and I do. Life on the
                southern coast is an indoor/outdoor life for most of the year. Determining how best
                to use outdoor spaces is critical, as are the elements of design that connect the
                interior with the exterior. 

The coastal sense of place begins with the view,
                because that water view—and the landscape itself—is defining. It draws people to it,
                and into it, which is why people vacation, live, and have second homes along the
                coast. That, in turn, is why we layer a home’s living and entertaining spaces into
                the landscape with deep porches and patios furnished like living and dining rooms, a
                grill area, pool, pool house, outdoor kitchen, fireplace, and fire pit, and lawns
                and gardens of one sort or another. Even a dock becomes an outdoor living and
                entertaining space, especially in the summer, when it’s the one place that reliably
                catches a breeze. 

Coastal living tends to be more relaxed, even at its most
                classically formal. More people tend to gather day to day in second homes, so we
                make sure we plan for how to seat everyone, and sleep everyone, and feed everyone.
                We also make sure that our clients have a well-furnished retreat—often the master
                bedroom, or an office off the bedroom and away from the main living areas—for
                privacy when the house is full. In the South and on its shores, and especially in a
                second home, we tend to want interiors that are lighter and brighter, with more
                color and less clutter. Fabrics need to be able to stand up to the daily wear of wet
                bathing suits and sandy feet, of children, their friends, and pets, so performance
                fabrics come in very handy. Furnishings, especially seating, should be comfortable
                for lounging, for flopping, and for those naps that you can only take when you’re on
                holiday. On a winter’s evening, the dining table becomes the focal point, so it’s
                important that the chairs encourage people to sit around talking and telling stories
                until the last flicker of the candle flame. 

Analyzing how people use a space
                and how you want them to use it—that is the essence of what I consider the editing
                process. Editing is everything in design, and we work very hard to get it right,
                meaning that we make sure the essentials are correct and in place. Interestingly,
                step one of editing, for me, is always about establishing psychological comfort:
                first I determine the room’s focal points—the primary one is almost always the
                view—and then I figure out what visual cues to give in order to orchestrate how
                people will experience the space, and then I balance all the elements to create the
                kind of harmony that is felt and that allows us to relax. 

In this part of the
                country, we must constantly balance light spaces against dark spaces. In the
                Northeast or the Midwest, the winters are so gray that it’s hard to think about
                battling light. Here, that is what we do daily. Deeper porches, side panels on the
                windows, and drop-down and/or electronic window shades are smart solutions to this
                issue. What can be challenging is to persuade light-deprived people who don’t live
                in the region all year around just how blinding the sun will be at 5 o’clock on a
                summer day. Shutters and louvers, which modulate light beautifully, and curtains,
                which in this part of the country are more than just window dressing, all serve a
                similar purpose. They are traditional here, as they are in other coastal regions and
                sunny climates. And because strong light prefers strong color, the palettes here
                tend to be more saturated. 

In the South, as elsewhere, people come together
                around food. It is the core of family life and such a deep reflection of who we are.
                And it is why the kitchen has become a multifunction room that is the heart of the
                house. So many people seem afraid of entertaining. They needn’t be. All that is
                really necessary to live life with an open door is preparation—a well-stocked fridge
                and pantry, plus a variety of fun and beautiful things for setting the table—and
                creativity. I learned this early on from my grandmother. She was a fabulous cook and
                would pull me into her kitchen whenever I wanted to learn. My grandparents had a
                farm, along with other ventures, so my grandmother cooked lunch each day for my
                grandfather. The whole family would often come in for the midday meal, especially
                during the summer. But my grandmother made it clear that we could stop in anytime.
                When we did, we knew that there would always be enough. Gathering around her table
                as part of growing up influenced me more than I can say. I still have her original
                cookbook, as well as my great-grandmother’s. I use them to this day. 

I still remember preparing my first Thanksgiving
                dinner at my father’s house, where I lived after my parents divorced and my mother
                remarried. It was also the first time that my grandmother had not made the
                Thanksgiving dinner. She came a little early to make sure I was all right, critiqued
                everything, and told me what I had done well. I was so proud. I try to share that
                kind of experience with my own daughters, Sarah and Grace, as I have found each day
                of my life made richer though a lifetime of seeing the importance in that. 

I
                now have my grandmother’s house in High Point. My whole team stays there when we go
                twice a year for the furniture market. My husband, Rick, and I and our girls use it
                when we visit my family there. The core of the house is a little ’50s bungalow, to
                which we’ve added an outdoor kitchen and entertaining area, among other
                enhancements. But I’ve left my grandmother’s kitchen just as it was when I was
                growing up, with a boomerang countertop detailed with chrome and rubber. This house
                is still where we gather with family, because to us, it is just tradition. 

I
                love that with the tools and skills of our profession, my designers and I are able
                to make our clients’ families and friends—and our own—feel wanted and cared for when
                they cross the threshold into a home we have created. The greatest lesson that I
                have learned is that perfection is not what matters. What does matter is the sense
                of personality and place: that the homes we create make people feel welcome, wanted,
                relaxed, and happy to share. Those are what I call the comforts of home. Though each
                of us may express them in our own distinctive fashion, and while they may look and
                feel different depending on where we live, they are universal. 
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