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          To the many talented chefs at the Santa Fe School of Cooking—past, present and
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Planting Seeds of the Future 

            
                
                    A dream come true takes many forms. Sometimes it’s a grand thing that seems
                        absolutely meant to happen. At other times, it appears to be an almost
                        accidental success. 

                

            

            And some triumphs spring from a seed buried deep inside, unknown to the dreamer and
                ready to sprout only when the time is right. You might take a young girl summering
                on a ranch with a horse as her babysitter, add foraged berries and a bit of wild
                game and fish from the river, and from this homespun mix, something remarkable might
                arise. 

            The Santa Fe School of Cooking grew from just such a foundation. My
                dream-become-reality began in the verdant Conant Valley on the south fork of Idaho’s
                Snake River. Summers and weekends were spent in an idyllic western lifestyle,
                defined by the livestock that we raised—Black Angus cattle, sheep, pigs,
                chickens—and the crops necessary to support them. The abundance that came to our
                table came from the land, aided by my mother’s and grandmother’s hard work and
                amazing cooking skills. Good food is in my blood. Breakfast started with Grandma’s
                homemade cinnamon rolls and the day progressed with meats aged in the rock cellar,
                vegetables from the garden and watercress from local creeks, all supplemented by
                jams and jellies made from fruits picked in the surrounding mountains. 

            Sustainability was not a byword in those days; it was how we lived out of necessity.
                With the grocery store an hour away, cooking with food from the land was a daily
                activity—no short cuts or fast food available. The result was a daily feast of
                delicious homegrown and homemade dishes, shared convivially with family and frequent
                drop-in friends. 

            While marrying at twenty-one was not surprising to me, marrying a musical scientist
                rather than a rancher was an unexpected partnership, one that eventually brought our
                young family to New Mexico for my husband David’s career. Little did I know this
                move would ultimately prove to be life changing. In 1989, after a successful real
                estate career, seeing one daughter successfully embarked on a college education and
                the other ready to leave, I was faced with that familiar, age-old question, “What
                next?” And there in the midst of a classic midlife crisis, the dormant seeds of my
                past began to sprout. 

            David and I had enjoyed traveling around the world, and good food was always an
                integral part of our journeys. Attending Joe Cahn’s Cooking School in New Orleans on
                one of our trips had apparently planted another seed, because I woke up one night
                struck by the thought of creating a cooking school of my own! I shook David awake to
                share my idea of a school similar to Joe’s, a place for having fun while educating
                food-lovers about distinctive regional flavors rooted in traditional culture. My
                patient husband suggested we talk in the morning, and within ten days, we were on
                our way back to Cajun country, where Joe Cahn agreed to act as a consultant. 

            By December of 1989, after months of finding a space for a school, collecting
                equipment, recruiting chefs and sampling recipes, we opened the doors of the Santa
                Fe School of Cooking just in time for the Christmas holiday. And while that first
                quarter was slow, my total dedication to this dream-in-progress kept me saying
                “yes”—“yes” to shipping without a shipping department, “yes” to selling ingredients
                not actually in stock, “yes” to class sizes that seemed impossible. Staying true to
                my natural positivity through thick and thin stood me in good stead as I watched the
                school grow and thrive. 

            Because we shared a conviction to raise our children as full participants in family
                life, David and I made it a priority to sit down nightly to eat together as a
                family, and each of our daughters, Nicole and Kristen, had weekly cooking duties.
                When Nicole returned to Santa Fe in 1994 following college and a business career,
                the School of Cooking was a going concern, but I was ready to welcome a second pair
                of hands. I’m grateful that our focus on family was repaid with Nicole’s warm
                personality being added to the mix. Along with her background in business, Nicole
                brought a host of fresh ideas and the same enthusiastic “yes” that seems to be our
                family calling card. With our two minds and four hands, always ably aided by the
                wise counsel of my other daughter, Kristen, and the analytic abilities of my
                husband, Dave, the school steadily earned a reputation as 
                    the
                 expert on regional New Mexican cuisine. 

            
                [image: Photo of Conant Valley, Idaho, south fork of the Snake River.]
                
                    
                        
                            Conant Valley, Idaho, south fork of the Snake River.
                        
                    

                

            

            
                [image: Photo of Vacant lot and dirt street of cooking school area, circa 1940s.]
                
                    
                        
                            Vacant lot and dirt street of cooking school area, circa 1940s.
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                [image: Photo of old car advertisement.]
            

            
                [image: Photo of for sale sign.]
                
                    
                        
                            Closing the deal.
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Cultivating Roots in New Ground 

            As the school flourished under the guidance of our mother-daughter team, it continued
                to gain recognition as the best place to learn about the traditions and techniques
                of southwestern cuisine. We relished the passionate participation of local culinary
                talents, many of whom went on to carve out exceptional careers of their own. Over
                the course of two decades, legions of home cooks and professional chefs who wanted
                to expand their repertoire found their way up to the top floor of a downtown Santa
                Fe 
                    mercado
                , where the school enjoyed a 20-plus-year run. As we conscientiously nurtured
                the business, celebrity chefs came from all over to conduct specialty classes, and
                the restaurant walking tours Nicole dreamed up became popular must-do culinary
                adventures for locals and tourists alike. Together, Nicole and I published three
                signature cookbooks, and we expanded the market inventory and produced our own line
                of ingredients. And along the way, the demand for deeper, hands-on experiences
                became more and more apparent. 

            The only problem? Although we had a loyal following of students who returned again
                and again, the roots of our successfully cultivated business were planted in rented
                ground. While we appreciated the scores of eager students who flocked to our
                third-floor space, the growing pains were patently obvious when in 2012 the time
                came to renew the lease. Having fruitfully said “yes” so many times before, we
                realized that the next step was taking our courage in hand and saying it once again,
                this time to setting down permanent roots in a building of our own. 

            Santa Fe, the oldest capital city in the U.S., has seen many changes over the last
                400-plus years. From the days of Native American pueblos and Spanish villages to its
                current status as a cultural jewel, the city has retained its exceptional sense of
                place. But as in all desirable locations, finding a new home is not the easiest of
                tasks. I was lucky that my previous career in real estate had given me the skills to
                embrace this new mission with just the right combination of detachment and desire.
                When Nicole and I toured an empty, echoing space that had sat unsold for six years
                on an active downtown corner, we recognized it as the perfect spot. 

            Erected in 1948, the building at 125 North Guadalupe was built by Henry Lawrence as a
                showroom to sell and service Packard motorcars. He chose the lot because it was
                within walking distance of the heart of town and was located on the future route of
                the north-south highway running through Santa Fe. The semi-fabricated space has the
                Quonset hut roof common to the era, but in a nod to local architectural styles, the
                exterior had a Pueblo Revival façade. The unusual space-frame design allowed for
                minimal interior support columns, creating an unobstructed floor area perfect for
                admiring his sleek and stylish automobiles. From 1948 to 1959, Santa Fe citizens
                bought their Packards and Hudsons from Mr. Lawrence; in 1959, he closed his
                dealership and moved around the corner to operate a service garage. 

            After the dealership closed, the property changed its nature through a series of
                rentals, with farm equipment, auto and motorcycle dealerships, hot tubs and health
                food, fine arts, patio furniture, and even a nightclub all taking turns at tenancy
                until 2001, when the Lawrence heirs decided to sell the property. It passed into the
                hands of the French artist Jean-Claude Gaugy, who reimagined the interior space as
                The Awakening Museum, a community sanctuary that housed his monumental painted and
                carved wooden wall sculpture. When the project ultimately closed, the building sat
                vacant until we purchased it. 

            Honoring New Mexico’s unique nature has always been part of the school’s mission and
                all four of us, the whole Curtis Clan, sensed the possibilities this special
                property held. The archaeological excavation required for all downtown building
                projects turned up enough potsherds and artifacts to prove that the site had
                definitely been home to many families in days gone by. And as practical and
                down-to-earth as I am by nature, I knew when I saw the evidence of the past that the
                Santa Fe School of Cooking would be welcomed by the bygone ancestors who spent their
                lives and cooked their meals on that very spot. 

            Breaking ground in 2012, we saw the abandoned building quickly take on its own rich,
                purpose-driven character. Throughout a homeless summer, Nicole’s can-do attitude
                recruited big-hearted local friends who offered to host classes in private homes and
                estates while construction chugged along, laying a firm foundation for our future.
                As walls were finished and flooring was laid, we watched a beautiful full kitchen
                and prep kitchen become reality, saw a neglected outdoor patio come to life and took
                pleasure in a light-filled space for our burgeoning Market Store. By autumn, we had
                an innovative array of classes and a host of enticing aromas to welcome food-loving
                locals and visitors to our new home. 
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                            Rebuilt Packard comes back for the SFSC grand opening.
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The Flowering of Growth 

            Twenty-five years after its birth, the Santa Fe School of Cooking was beginning
                again, but this time, the groundwork of the past had laid a path to the present.
                From my astonishing midnight midlife crisis to a state-of-the-art facility, our
                commitment to always saying “yes,” combined with steady organic growth, respect for
                local talent and dedication to giving back to our community has resulted in a
                blossoming of success exceeding anyone’s expectations—including my own. When I
                originally shared my vision of keeping it local by buying locally, employing local
                chefs, pouring local beer and wine and celebrating the qualities of a truly local
                cuisine, there were doubters who didn’t see on the horizon the trend toward regional
                character and sustainable eating. I simply tapped into my own history to confirm the
                belief that what I loved—savoring authentic local character in a food
                experience—would be of compelling interest to other food-lovers. And thankfully, I
                was right! 
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