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Rural Connections
By SHIRLEY BLOOMFIELD, CEO
NTCA–The Rural Broadband Association

Broadband matters
now more than ever

R

ural broadband providers are supporting two critical bills making their way
through Congress. One would secure
present efforts to keep you connected, while
the other provides support for future broadband expansion.
The Keeping Critical Connections Act was
introduced earlier this year by U.S. Sens.
Amy Klobuchar, D-Minn., and Kevin Cramer,
R-N.D. This bill would appropriate $2 billion
to help smaller broadband companies who
worked with struggling customers during the
pandemic and who did not disconnect those
who couldn’t pay.
As the health crisis and economic shutdown
disrupted millions of lives, internet providers
across the country took the Pledge to Keep
Americans Connected by waiving late fees,
opening community Wi-Fi hot spots, and not
terminating service to customers because of
their inability to pay their bills.
For all this good work, however, our
members have seen uncollectibles rise. NTCA
members have on average some $80,000
in accumulated nonpayments by customers
since the pandemic hit. These are significant
amounts, as these broadband providers are
often small companies with fewer than 30
employees. Keeping Critical Connections will
help them continue serving their communities.
In terms of long-term deployment, NTCA
also supports the Rural Connectivity Advancement Program Act of 2020, introduced by
U.S. Sen. John Thune, R-S.D. This bill would
set aside a portion of the proceeds from FCC
spectrum auctions to fund rural broadband
deployment.
These bills will help broadband providers
like yours continue their work to ensure every
American has access to the communications
services necessary in today’s world. 
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Listen in!

P

odcast listenership continues to grow as Americans increasingly turn to the
audio format for news, entertainment and learning. “Podcasts now reach
over 100 million Americans every month,” said Tom Webster, senior vice
president of Edison Research, whose Infinite Dial research reveals that 37% of
Americans listen to podcasts every month.
That’s an increase from 32% just one year ago. That number has climbed
steadily as more content becomes available to appeal to a wide range of interests.
Two new podcasts have been released this year that address a topic of growing
importance: rural broadband.
Heading into 2020, rural broadband had become a major point of focus in the
U.S., with an increasing number of state and federal programs aimed at solving
the lack of broadband access in parts of rural America. When the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted businesses, schools and health care delivery, the need for nationwide broadband access was amplified.
In February, NTCA–The Rural Broadband
Association launched its “Smart Rural
Communities” podcast. The show takes a look at
rural broadband providers who are bringing advanced
digital infrastructure to small towns and regions
through powerful fiber networks. These broadband
networks are jumpstarting economic growth, igniting
educational opportunities and improving health care
A podcast from
in some of America’s most remote areas.
“Rural Broadband Today” launched in June.
This podcast tells the stories of those working to
bring broadband internet access within reach of every
citizen. The interview-style show presents conversations with elected officials, industry experts and
business leaders at the forefront of America’s efforts
to solve the rural broadband challenge. It’s produced
by WordSouth — A Content Marketing Company. 

Both podcasts can be found on Spotify, Apple Podcasts, Google Podcasts, or by
visiting www.ntca.org/smart and www.ruralbroadbandtoday.com.

Can you
see me
now?

Three options
for effective
videoconferencing

Videoconferencing
technologies empower
remote work

I

f you’ve found yourself logging on for
more video meetings at work lately, you’re
not alone. According to the 2019 Impact of
Video Conferencing Report by Lifesize, 48% of
business professionals say their use of videoconferencing at work has increased compared to
two years ago.
And that study was before a global pandemic
drove even more companies to work remotely.
Videoconferencing isn’t without limitations, but
businesses and workers are finding it an essential tool for empowering remote work.

FLEXIBILITY
With videoconferencing, employees and
contractors can work from home while still
collaborating with their teams and attending
important meetings. The flexibility enables individuals in rural communities to not only have
more control over their work-life balance but
also “telecommute” to urban companies when
needed.
Companies also benefit from the ability to
recruit talent from anywhere. Business owners
have the freedom to set up shop in rural communities, for example, then employ or partner
with experts from around the world.

CONNECTION
Video teleconferencing not only empowers
remote productivity but also helps workers
overcome some of its challenges. According
to Buffer’s 2019 State of Remote Work Study,
19% of remote workers cite loneliness as their
biggest struggle when working remotely. Video
calls can help.
Compared to telephone conferences, video
calls make it easier to form connections. The
experience more closely reflects face-to-face

encounters. For example, participants can see
facial expressions and body language to better
identify how others are responding to their ideas
as they collaborate on projects.

SAVINGS
When teams work over videoconferencing
platforms, everyone involved saves time and
money. Cutting a commute across town — or
in some cases, the globe — benefits people’s
schedules, companies’ bottom lines and even
the environment.
Plus, the work itself can be more efficient
online. In the Lifesize study, 89% of respondents agreed that videoconferencing reduces
the time it takes to complete projects or tasks.
People may be more likely to enter an online
meeting with an agenda and honor the scheduled start and end times. Plus, they can avoid
the interruptions common to in-office meetings.

OVERCOMING THE CHALLENGES
Despite its many benefits, videoconferencing
isn’t without challenges. Not all tech tools are
secure, so companies must research available
options carefully to protect their employees
and data. Team leaders must make an effort to
coordinate meetings ahead of time to ensure
everyone is online and available. And if any
employees lack access to fast, reliable internet,
technical difficulties can bring meetings to a
frustrating halt.
Despite their drawbacks, videoconferencing
platforms are here to stay. In the Buffer survey,
99% of respondents agreed they’d like to work
remotely at least some of the time for the rest of
their careers. Thanks to the increasingly widespread use of videoconferencing technology,
they just might. 
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ClickMeeting

2

Microsoft Teams

3

Google Meet

For interactive
meetings and webinars, try ClickMeeting.
Presenters can share
their screen, run live Q&A
sessions to engage the
audience and collect
valuable attendee data
using polls. With an
automated follow-up
feature, this platform
makes it easy to keep
the momentum going
after a webinar ends.

For a platform that
scales with ease, check
out Microsoft Teams.
Users can schedule video
meetings with a single
person or run large webinars and meetings of up
to 10,000 participants. A
long list of features and
functionalities makes it
a top choice for many
businesses.

For fans of the Google Suite, Google Meet
is a convenient choice
that smoothly integrates
with other applications
like Google Calendar
and Gmail. Participants
can easily join in from
their web browser or dial
in to listen from anywhere. This platform has
big-business capabilities
without the big-business
price tag, making it a
great option for growing
companies.
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FROM THE CEO
SM

Bringing people together
when we have to be apart

T

he original founders of our cooperative knew technology
could help them keep in touch with others near and far. For
decades, technology has allowed this cooperative to create
and maintain essential human connections.

Because of the telephone lines we strung across our part of the
Texas Hill Country, parents could talk with children and grandchildren who had moved away. With that technology, sons and daughters serving their country at military bases from coast to coast and
across the globe had a lifeline back home. If bad weather rolled
through, we could call and check on friends and family, and if trouble did strike, we could reach help by calling first responders.
Building our phone network connected the people of our communities like never before. Today, I think those founding members
CRAIG COOK
would be amazed at the ways we use the technology highlighted in
Chief Executive Officer
this issue to stay connected.
Thanks to the broadband network HCTC provides, we upload
photos of our gardens, craft projects or baking creations to share with friends and families
within our community or around the country.
We share videos of first steps, birthdays and graduations through social media platforms.
Streaming video has allowed us to virtually attend classes or church. Video calls allow us to
catch up with friends and families, hold meetings for work or participate in virtual Sunday
school.
Even when we use wireless networks to make video calls, it’s often the fiber optic backbone
we’ve built that connects the cell towers.
The pandemic has significantly sped up our willingness to adopt such technology. I’ve seen
experts suggest that in the last three to five months Americans have used virtual meetings, video
chat and applications at levels we weren’t projected to reach for another three to five years.
Perhaps, you’ve embraced new technology during this unusual year. Even if it’s not virtual
meetings, many members have, for the first time, tried online shopping or paying bills over the
web.
At HCTC, we appreciate you placing your trust in our broadband services to connect you
to your neighbors and the world like never before. I know I’m ready for things to get back to
normal, but I’m proud to see the difference our cooperative makes in keeping our community
connected — no matter how you choose to do that today or in the future. 

OCTOBER IS NATIONAL COOPERATIVE MONTH
Every year, we take time to recognize National Cooperative Month, and I never pass up a
chance to celebrate our cooperative story. I will always appreciate the bold decision by
local residents to band together to found Hill Country Telephone Cooperative. No other
company was willing to invest in a telecommunications network in our area, so they took it
upon themselves to bring our region into the modern era. Their cooperative spirit lives on
today through our board and employees, who proudly continue the tradition of connecting
our members through technology. Thank you to our members for your continued support!
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The HCTC Connection is a bimonthly
magazine published by Hill Country
Telephone Cooperative © 2020. It is
distributed without charge to all member/
owners of the cooperative.
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HCTC is more than a provider of stateof-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
we serve, and we’re dedicated to not only
providing the best services possible, but doing
so in a way that is ethical, safe and productive
for our friends and neighbors. This institution
is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
Mission Statement: To be the premier
provider of modern telecommunications and
broadband services throughout our region.
Send address corrections to:
HCTC
P.O. Box 768 • 220 Carolyn
Ingram, TX 78025
Telephone: 830-367-5333
BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Kari Potter – 634 exchange
President
James E. (Jim) Haynie – 640/866 exchange
Vice President
Linda Reagor – 232 exchange
Secretary-Treasurer
Willard R. (Randy) Bass – 238 exchange
Edward (Ed) Bastian – 367 exchange
Kathleen (Kathy) Bohn – 324/995 exchange
Dorrie Cooper – 251/258/265/429 exchange
Randy MacNaughton – 562/589 exchange
Jane Perilloux – 324/995 exchange
Stephen (Steve) Stengel – 669 exchange
Robert (Bob) Trees – 367 exchange
Produced for HCTC by:

On the Cover:
Musicians Amber
Kinsel, Josh "Red"
Colom, Cliff
Crawford, Patrick
McCorkindale
and Gary Thomas
perform as the
Vanishing Bees.
See story Page 12.

HCTC NEWS

We’re here for first responders
because they’re always here for us.
At HCTC, we’re very fortunate to
deliver the technology that keeps
our first responders and healthcare
providers connected to the
communities we serve. Thank you,
first responders and healthcare
providers, for all you do to keep us
safe, healthy, and protected.

We appreciate

YOU!

Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19
pandemic, HCTC will not celebrate its
Cookie Day customer appreciation
event this year. Instead, the cooperative
will make a donation to a local charity.
HCTC is a proud member of the
communities it serves, priding itself
on being a good neighbor. HCTC looks
forward to delivering sweet treats to its
customers again soon!

SM

Your world, connected.

Call us today to connect.
hctc.net | 800.292.5457

HCTC offices will be closed on
Monday, Sept. 7, in observance of
Labor Day. Have a safe, happy
and restful holiday!

Ingram | Mason | Junction | Comfort | Sonora

A new look for our

ANNUAL MEETING

Members who pre-register online
will be eligible to win prizes
including:

2020 doesn’t look anything like anyone expected, but that doesn’t mean every event
is canceled. HCTC’s 2020 Annual Membership Meeting is still on, and the cooperative
wants you there! The meeting will be on online starting at 6 p.m. on Monday, Oct. 5.

 Microsoft Surface Pro

Seeking reelection this year for director positions are: Jim Haynie, District 3, Mountain
Home and Garven Store; Kathy Bohn, District 6A, Comfort and Sisterdale; Kari Potter,
District 7, Center Point; and Linda Reagor, District 9, Frio Canyon. Nominating petitions
will be accepted until Sept. 4. Qualifications may be found in sections 4.3 and 4.4 of
the HCTC bylaws at hctc.net or in the back of the May 2020 phone book.

 Apple MacBook Pro
 Samsung Galaxy Tab
 Apple iPad
 Amazon Fire tablet
 Wireless Bluetooth headphones
 Amazon gift cards

Follow HCTC on Facebook, @HCTCTexas, and check hctc.net/annualmeeting
for the latest updates on this year’s event.

HCTC
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GET ORGANIZED
It’s easy and fulfilling … really

W

alk into a well-organized home, and you experience
a sense of freedom. Freedom from clutter, freedom
from chaos and freedom from the claustrophobia that
comes from a house in disarray.
People become frustrated when they can’t find the things they
need, says Liz Jenkins, a certified professional organizer and
owner of A Fresh Space in Nashville.
“The visual distractions make it hard to be productive because
everywhere you look, there is something that needs to be done,”
she says. “People who have disorganized homes are often very
frazzled people because nothing ever seems to go smoothly for
them, and that’s caused by the chaos around them that prevents
them from functioning properly.”
The key to organization requires letting go of what is not
used, loved or functional, says Houston-based Ellen Delap. She
is past president of the National Association of Productivity

Creating a well-organized
space means letting go
of items that are not
used often.
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and Organizing and a certified professional organizer at
professional-organizer.com.
“Work with a partner, and donate those items to a cause that is
important to you,” she says. “True editing means that you have
decided that you have ‘enough’ and you only need to keep what
is essential. This is for all types of organizing in your home,
whether it is your kids’ clothes or toys, your kitchen, your garage,
or your closet. Think of decluttering as peeling the layers of
an onion. Go layer by layer until you have what is needed and
precious.”
There are several areas around the house that are considered
clutter “hot spots,” according to Delap.
The garage: This is one of the biggest hot spots, because it’s
often the dumping ground for things people don’t know what to
do with, as well as the last spot anyone gets organized. Garages
are commonly not where we park the car. That is where large
items are placed before a final decision is made. Those items sit
in the garage over a period of time.
When garage-cleaning day arrives, make sure you have plenty
of heavy-duty trash bags, basic cleaning supplies, empty boxes
for collecting items for donation and plastic containers in varying
sizes to categorize and store tools and other items. This type of
edit may create space so that you can actually park your car.
The kitchen and pantry: This is a challenging area that’s the
hub of your home. Get organized by creating zones to help you
get meals and snacks easily prepared, such as a coffee zone and
areas for keeping knives, cutting boards and bowls together.
Create a baking zone with your whisks and other utensils in one
drawer. Near your stove, store pots and pans.
Pantry organizing starts with editing and decluttering. Empty
it all out. Then group items as grocery stores do, in categories
like breakfast, snacks, beverages, baking and condiments. Place
frequently used items at eye level for adults for easy access. For
your kids, use open baskets with food at their level to help them
independently access snacks. An organized kitchen and pantry
make it a joy to prepare meals together.
Master closets: People don’t go through their clothes often
enough, so things tend to pile on top of each other. Your closet
is where you create the start of a great day. Begin with letting
go of clothes that are too big or uncomfortable or clothes you
would not want to be seen wearing. This is more easily done with
a “clutter buddy” who helps you decide if that’s your best look,
what you love or even what fits properly.

Edit out what you have seldom worn,
and arrange your clothes in categories that
work for you. Some of us prefer color to
organize our clothes, while some of us
prefer to organize outfits. You know what
works best for you. If you have multiple
closets, cull down to one closet for each
season, or have two closets — one for
dressy clothes and one for daily wear.
The laundry room: It’s easy for things
to pile up in a laundry room, such as clean
clothes forgotten on a folding table. It’s
important to establish a laundry routine
that sets up days of the week for completing a load, meaning that you get it from
the dryer back to the closet in one day. If
you stick to it, you’ll find your life goes
much more smoothly, with no last-minute
searching for that matching blue sock.
The home office: This is the room in
the house that often becomes a dumping
ground for all things. Create a command
center where you can triage incoming
paper into categories: to do, to pay and to
file. Next, organize your files by context,
such as home, auto, financial and personal. Finally, create an archive section
for papers you need to keep. This section
could include taxes, legal documents and
those papers you want to keep longer than
one year. Move papers throughout your
process so that there is a flow.
Remember your goal when you’re kneedeep in decluttering your life: to restore
the rooms in your home to their original
use and intended function. 

Looking for
someone to help?
Consider hiring a professional like
you would a personal trainer or
other service provider to make
your home a haven and place
to relax. The NAPO website —
www.napo.net — has a directory
that helps you find a local
professional who can help with
organizing, decluttering and even
productivity.

FIVE EASY ORGANIZING TIPS

Professional home organizer Liz Jenkins often finds that clients who are
disorganized lead “frazzled” lives. “Nothing ever seems to go smoothly for
them because of the chaos around them that prevents them from functioning
properly,” she says.
Here are some tips for organizing your living space and, thereby, your life.
1. Create “homes” for groups of items that belong together, ideally in the spaces
where you use them.
2. Use containers to corral groups of items on shelves or in drawers.
3. Label everything!
4. Reduce what you bring into the house. The less you have, the less you have to
store.
5. Dedicate time every day to getting and staying organized. Even five minutes
tossing unwanted items away every day will make a huge impact in the long
run.

A neat pantry can
simplify meal prep
and reduce stress.

Group like items
into well-marked
containers.
Every room can
benefit from thoughtful
organization. Finding
and maintaining tools
in a utility area can
become much easier.
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TECH TIPS

Kerry Sutton

Check out our
podcasts!
Want to hear more from
the folks you read about
in Connection? Then head
over to hctc.net/resources/
podcast to check out “Inside
the Connection” and “10
Minute Tech Tips,” our new
podcasts hosted by Kerry
Sutton.

DEVICE OF THE MONTH

Jabra Elite 75t
earbuds
Whether you’re working
out or working from home,
a set of great-sounding
Bluetooth earbuds can
liven things up. Consider
the wireless Jabra Elite 75t
earbuds for great performance at a reasonable
price. Price: $180.
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Stay secure

A VPN offers a layer of protection when you’re on the go

P

rivacy and security on the internet are
vital as more and more of our daily lives
revolve around digital communication
and most of our financial interactions shift
online. A virtual private network, or VPN, can
add an additional layer of protection, especially
if you find yourself accessing your data outside
your home.

WHAT IS A VPN?
At its most basic level, a VPN links your
device to a remote computer called a server
and allows you to use the internet through that
server’s internet access. Anyone looking at
your internet traffic would only see a secure,
encrypted connection to that remote host.
A VPN can also keep websites and internet
services from tracking your browsing habits,
monitoring your search history and knowing
your geographic location.
You may not even realize you’re already
using a VPN. If you’re working from home and
have access to your company’s network, odds
are that it’s through a VPN.

WHY WOULD I WANT ONE?
If you’re at home, VPN use for security is
limited, since it is highly unlikely a hacker has
targeted your home network. But you may still
be interested in being anonymous to companies
collecting your data for advertising and commercial purposes.
Once you leave your home and start using
other Wi-Fi networks, a VPN becomes more
important. It doesn’t matter how good your
passwords are. They won’t do you much good

if they’re intercepted by a hacker while you’re
accessing your bank account at a local coffee
shop or even a hotel. People with bad intent
can set up access points with similar names
to legitimate connections, tricking users into
unwittingly giving up their information.

IS THERE A DOWNSIDE?
Connecting to a VPN may slow your connection to the internet. Most VPN providers will
show you a list of server locations along with
the expected delay, allowing you to choose the
fastest link. If you’re using a VPN at home, it
may also interfere with connections between
your VPN-protected computer or smartphone
and some of your smart devices.

WHAT’S A GOOD FREE OPTION?
They may not come with all the features that
a paid VPN includes, but if you’re only using
it sporadically, then a free option makes sense.
TunnelBear (tunnelbear.com) has a data limit
of 500MB per month, but it is user-friendly,
available on desktop and mobile versions, and is
backed by McAfee, the security software giant.

WHAT’S A GOOD PAID OPTION?
NordVPN — nordvpn.com — is the biggest name in the VPN business for a reason. It
provides top-grade security, speedy connections
and ease of use across a variety of devices. It
can get expensive at $11.95 a month, but the
price drops if you choose annual plans. Most
pay services periodically offer discounts, so it
may be worth checking out a free option and
waiting for a deal. 
HCTC

All aboard!
Nautical Nation sets sail
Story by ANDREA AGARDY
Photography by GABE RENE PHOTOGRAPHY

J

ames Keith Asbury spent a lot of
time as a kid at his family’s business,
where he first stepped onto a stage
and launched a lifelong love of music.
Now, performing under the stage name
James Keith with his band Nautical
Nation, the vocalist and guitarist shares his
original songs with the world while staying connected to his Hill Country roots.

AN INTRODUCTION TO PERFORMING
His father, Keith Asbury, owns the
Roddy Tree Ranch and Lazy Days Canteen in Ingram, where he performs with
the River Rats, the bar’s house band.
When his son was a teenager, the elder
Asbury invited him onstage to experience
the spotlight for himself. “I grew up listening to my dad play every Friday and Saturday during the summers, and eventually,
I joined the band,” Keith says. “I played
with his band from when I was 13 until I
was 19 or 20. I feel very privileged to be
able to grow up like that, kind of groomed
to be a frontman since I was a little kid.”
The aspiring singer found another role
model in his dad’s CD collection. “My
biggest idol is Malford Milligan. He was
in this band called Storyville. He’s an
awesome singer, and he’s a huge presence
onstage,” Keith says. “I was going through
my dad’s CDs when I was 12 or 13, and I
found this CD by Storyville called ‘Bluest
Eyes.’ I probably listened to that CD about
a thousand times just because I loved his
vocal presence on that album.”
The Lazy Days Canteen

HCTC

Band members Brock
Bushong and James Keith

TESTING THE WATERS ON HIS OWN
Keith launched Nautical Nation in 2014.
The band’s lineup has changed over the
years, leaving Keith as the only original
member. He is currently playing alongside
bassist Robb Walker, drummer Rich Carducci and guitarist Brock Bushong.
The band’s name is a nod to Keith’s
determination not to let his music be
pigeonholed. “The name Nautical Nation
started because our music is so eclectic,”
he says. “It’s kind of like an ocean — it
can be calm and tranquil and soothing,
and then it can get crazy — there can be a
tempest or a storm. The array is very wide.
I’ll do a reggae song that has a Spanish
thing to it. Or we’ll do bossa nova, or
we’ll do heavy rock or country. It’s hard to
pin down, but I’d say we pretty much play
every genre with a hint of rock.”

HITTING THE ROAD
Since forming the band, Keith has taken
Nautical Nation on the road for several
tours. “We’re based in Kerrville, but
we’re on the road about nine months of
the year,” he says. The band has played
for crowds at venues and festivals across
Texas and the Southwest, as well as on the
West Coast and in the U.K.
Nautical Nation’s first outing in 2014
bore all the hallmarks of a young band trying to make a name for itself. “It was four
guys in a van going cross-country,” Keith

recalls. “It was a lot of fun. We didn’t
make a lot of money, but we had some
great experiences and met some really
cool people.”
Although the band now has a “nice little
home” away from home in a tour bus, the
cushier travel arrangements haven’t made
the players soft. Fans buying a ticket to
a Nautical Nation show can expect to get
their money’s worth. Keith and his bandmates aren’t the type to go through the
motions in order to pick up a paycheck.
“Expect to see us drown onstage for
a couple hours sweating for everybody.
My bass player said if he doesn’t have to
switch T-shirts halfway through the set,
then it’s not a good one,” Keith says with a
laugh. “They’re paying $20, $25 for us, so
we want to give them everything and leave
it all on the stage. If we can connect with
the audience, then we’ve done our job.”

BUILDING THE FAMILY BUSINESS
When he’s not touring, Keith still has a
hand in the family business and is helping
his dad with a huge project that will bring
a new performance space to the Hill Country music scene.
“This year we’re breaking ground on a
new amphitheater out here. We’re going to
turn the Lazy Days Canteen into a music
hall, and we’re building a 1,200-seat-capacity amphitheater on the ranch, as well,”
Keith says. If all goes according to plan,
the amphitheater will be up and running in
time for the 2021 festival season.
“We’ve found this rock formation with
this huge rock that sticks out over this
pond behind the stage of the canteen, and
we’ve made it into almost like a catwalk,
which is pretty cool,” he says. “That’s
what we’re really pumped about, so we’re
going to do festivals and all sorts of stuff
next year. We’re going to do some really
big shows.” 

Check it out!
Nautical Nation’s music is available on
streaming services including YouTube,
Spotify and Apple Music. Learn more
about the band by searching for Nautical
Nation on Facebook and
@nauticalnationmusic on Instagram.
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BROADBAND:

HELPING YOU CONNECT

Far
from
home
Broadband connects
families across the globe

F

Story by KALEIGH COX

or Joshua and Kate Baker of Minnesota, welcoming their
first child in 2019 was a time of joyful celebration and
anticipation. Joshua Baker’s parents, however, weren’t
close enough to celebrate in person, as they still live in his
hometown over 1,000 miles away in New York.
Fortunately, the Bakers had broadband internet, so when they found out
they would be parents, they turned to
FaceTime to share their news. “With
FaceTime, you get to see their emotion,” Kate Baker says. “They were very
excited!”
The Bakers are not alone. With the
arrival of fast, reliable broadband, people aren’t just connecting to the internet.
They’re connecting to one another.
When families find themselves spread
across the globe, the ability to connect
instantly is a particularly special gift.
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When their son, Micah, was born, the
Bakers continued to use online apps and
tools to keep his grandparents involved
in his life. Planning a trip to meet in person would take significant time, money
and coordinated effort. But the internet
makes it easy to spontaneously pop on
and connect anytime, just as two families living in the same town might do.
The Bakers also invited his parents
to join Cluster, a social media app that
enables users to share photos, videos and other updates with a small,
private group of family and friends.

Joshua and Kate Baker use
broadband to keep in touch
with distant family.

Joshua Baker’s mom, Faith Baker, was
delighted. “We love to be as connected
as we can,” she says. “I can struggle
with the separation and feel that we miss
so much. I appreciate how they’ve found
ways to overcome that.”

Even 10-month-old Micah seems to
appreciate the technology. “He recognizes his grandparents and understands
who they are,” Kate Baker says.
She says being a new mom is busy,
but staying connected online is worth the
time and effort. “We’ll send pictures and
keep communicating that way. It makes
his grandparents feel included,” she says.

STAYING CONNECTED
For Jess and Sarah Curry in Texas,
broadband wasn’t available in their early
days of starting a family. As a military
family navigating deployments, it was
hard to stay connected. Jess Curry has
left on deployment nine times over the
past 20 years, and during those times, he
would have to wait in line for an opportunity to check his email every few days.
Even when videoconferencing technology
became available, the inability to use it at
home complicated things.
“We’d get all dressed up and drive to
post to do a scheduled 15-minute video
call,” Sarah Curry says. “There was so
much pressure, and it seemed the kids
would inevitably be melting down during
the call. I would drive away feeling like
I was supposed to be grateful, but I was
miserable knowing my kids had cried
through the call — and that seeing their
dad for just a few minutes would only
make them cry more.”
Thanks to advances in technology and
a stronger internet connection, the most
recent deployment was nothing like those
early years. “He has Wi-Fi in his room
and office, so we can talk on FaceTime
every few days,” Sarah Curry says. “In
between calls, the kids love using Marco
Polo to record and send video messages

for their dad to watch and reply to when
he can. Before, it was hard for the kids
to be put on the spot and think of all the
things they needed to say to him. Now,
they can send what they want to say when
they think about it. Especially for my
teenagers — that’s been really helpful.”
With the steady communication, each
kid’s relationship with their dad feels
more natural and ongoing, even during
deployment. He’s more present for the
little moments, like when their 15-yearold daughter’s dance class tried to teach a
parent to dance.
“We called up Dad and used the screen
on the computer,” says Sarah Curry.
“She taught him this dance, and they did
it together on a split screen. He was in
his uniform doing plies and other ballet
moves. He’s going to do what it takes
to connect with his daughter, even if it
means he has to pirouette in his room.”

OPEN COMMUNICATION
In many families, the internet allows
children to connect with people they may
never have met otherwise. When Linda
Martin of North Carolina adopted her son
Max in 2008, people around her discouraged her from pursuing an open adoption.
“We wanted him to be able to ask questions and learn about his family history,
but we had a lot of pushback,” Martin
says. “People said that birth parents move
on and lose interest.”
Thankfully, that hasn’t happened, she

says, and connecting online has helped.
When Max was an infant, Martin shared
photos and updates over email. As he
grew, he began to pursue his own relationship with his birth mom, starting with
phone calls with Martin present. Now, at
11 years old, Max likes using online apps
to stay connected.
“We text a lot, and we use Instagram’s
video call feature to talk face to face. I tell
her everything, and I like to hear what’s
going on in her life, too,” Max says. He
shares pictures of his cat, gives updates
when he loses a tooth and even made an
excited video call when he landed the role
of the Nutcracker in his ballet company’s
production. He also gets to learn about
his birth mom’s life. “She told me she
went to Coachella the day after she found
out she was pregnant with me,” he says.
“So, technically, I can say I’ve been to
Coachella.”
While Martin acknowledges that an
open adoption isn’t right for everyone,
she’s thankful for the ways her son has
been able to know his birth mom. They
met in person for his birthday last year,
and the foundation of connecting online
helped Max overcome any hesitations and
enjoy the meeting. “It was really fun!” he
says.
They hope to meet again when he turns
13, but in the meantime, he’s thankful for
opportunities to share his life with her
online. “We talk a lot now, and I get to tell
her everything,” Max says. 

When Jess Curry was on deployment with
the U.S. Army, broadband helped his family
stay in touch.

After adopting Max, left, Linda Martin of North
Carolina used broadband to help him stay in touch
with his birth mother.
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From left, musicians Patrick
McCorkindale, Gary Thomas, Cliff
Crawford, Amber Kinsel and Josh
Colom perform as the Vanishing Bees.

VANISHING BEES ARE BUILDING A COLONY
Local band has Kerrville area buzzing

T

he Vanishing Bees make a promise to the people who
come out to see them perform — you’ll never see the
same show twice. The musicians pride themselves on
making each show a unique audience experience.
The musical ensemble’s lineup includes Amber Kinsel, Josh
“Red” Colom, Cliff Crawford, Patrick McCorkindale and Gary
Thomas. Most of the Bees play more than one instrument, and
with the exception of McCorkindale, they all sing — sometimes
in four-part harmony. The band often bolsters its sound by inviting former members and other musically inclined friends to sit in
for a show or two.

Story by ANDREA AGARDY
Photography by GABE RENE PHOTOGRAPHY

With such an extensive catalog, as well as a handful of original
songs, deciding on a set list for a given show is always a collaboration. “We’re also reading the room,” Crawford says. “If you’ve
got a lot of older folks, it’s like, ‘OK, let’s do ’60s, ’70s, ’80s,’
and when you see a lot of cowboy hats, it’s, ‘OK, what country
songs do we have?’”

FINDING HARMONY IN DIVERSITY
The Vanishing Bees come from a variety of musical backgrounds. Some grew up singing harmonies in church before
discovering the Kerrville Folk Festival while others were fans of
metal bands, ’90s alternative rock, singer-songwriters, pop acts
and beyond. That diversity of experience and influences built
a vast repertoire of cover songs from artists like Hall & Oates,
Aretha Franklin, The Cure, Prince, Damien Rice, Stevie Wonder,
Pearl Jam and Bobby Caldwell, to name just a few.
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The Vanishing Bees formed in 2014.
HCTC

CATERING TO THE CROWD
Whether they’re playing at a bar in
Kerrville or a private party in Boerne, the
Vanishing Bees are music fans, first and
foremost. They know what being in the
crowd for a great show feels like, and they
want to make sure people coming to see
them play go home happy. “This is church
for us. This is how we refill our soul batteries,” Crawford says. “It fills us with joy
and happiness.”
The band has developed a loyal following of fans who travel to see them
perform, and they notice, appreciate and
reward that devotion. “We have a couple
people who come to every single one of
our shows,” Kinsel says. “We have Robert
— he’s an older gentleman here in town
— and we play ‘Twice’ by Little Dragon
because we know that that’s his song. We
know when he walks in we’re going to do
that song, and he knows he can count on
us.”
That kind of support means the world
to the Bees. “That’s one of the things that
keeps us going,” Colom says.
“We want to make sure that when
people come to our shows that they get the
sense of the family we’re feeling,” Kinsel
adds. “I heal through music, I grieve
through music, I rejoice in music, I celebrate in music. That’s my whole life. To
see people react to us — it is everything.”

EXPANDING THE HIVE
Social media is an effective tool to get
the word out, but as the band recently
learned, its capacity to connect with an
audience goes much deeper. The internet
proved to be a lifesaver during the early
days of the coronavirus pandemic, when
the band began livestreaming shows from
backyards and living rooms, with fans
using apps like PayPal and Venmo to
contribute to the virtual tip jar.
“My wife, stepdaughter and I were
pretty much out of work,” Crawford says.
“We didn’t have any money coming in. I
did a few livestreams from my porch, and
the love that people showed to me and to
us playing at Red and Amber’s house — it
literally got us through. Those tips fed my
HCTC

The Vanishing Bees look forward
to recording original songs.

family for a month and a half. I’ve got
nothing but gratitude.”
The livestreams stretched past the twohour mark and were such a success that
the Vanishing Bees plan to continue them
even after the pandemic has passed. “I’ve
had people reach out to me and say they
felt like they were hanging out with us in
my living room,” Kinsel says. “I’ve had
a couple of people say they put it on their
TVs while they were doing puzzles with
their husband or playing Uno with their
kids.”
“We’ve reached a lot of people that
can’t typically make it out to our gigs,”
Colom adds. “This has given people the
ability to tune in and see our live show in
a new perspective. That’s been really cool.
I think it’s been pretty amazing and pretty
eye-opening in a lot of ways.”

WHAT’S NEXT?
The Vanishing Bees have their sights
set on a busy future, including recording
some original music. “Even if it’s just for
posterity’s sake, just to have a medium
where our work is immortalized would be
great,” Crawford says.

They’re also looking forward to the
opportunity to take their show on the road.
“We want to tour,” Kinsel says. “We want
to go travel. We want to be able to see
the United States and be able to pay for
our trip by jamming out and sharing our
harmonies with people. I want to go sing
our songs in the way we sing them and be
able to travel and have some fun.”
And the experience always means more
than the profits. “It’s not so much about
the fistfuls of money as it is the smile on
our faces,” Crawford adds. “Even if we
came back with, like, a hundred bucks
apiece after our countrywide tour, it would
have been worth it to us.” 

JOIN THE HIVE
To learn more about the band, search
for Vanishing Bees Band on Facebook,
YouTube and Instagram.
The band is available for private parties
and events. For more information
on bookings, send an email to
vanishingbees@outlook.com.
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SOUTHWEST KITCHENS

Versatile and often exotic
Mushrooms
add flavor to
many dishes

F

rom button to portobello, nowhere are
mushrooms more
highly celebrated than they are
in Madisonville, Texas.

Thousands of people from all over the
Lone Star State and beyond have visited
this small town to enjoy a weekend filled
with mushroom love at the annual Texas
Mushroom Festival. From cooking demos
to tips on growing techniques, folks
have indulged in scores of the delicious
spore-bearing fungi, says Jill Barnes, a
second grade teacher who doubles as festival chairman in the fall of the year.
In the past, dietitians and other health
professionals have praised edible fungi
as a food that’s low in fat, sugar, calories
and cholesterol, but that approach sold
mushrooms short. We now know that
mushrooms can help heal us, as they are
also good sources of protein, vitamins B
and D, and fiber.
Madisonville, known as the Mushroom
Capital of Texas, is home to Monterey
Mushrooms, the largest private employer
in town, which grows and packages three
kinds of the edible fungi: white button
mushrooms, baby bellas and portobello
caps, the latter being the Barnes family’s
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favorite. “I like to simply saute them or
add them to other dishes, such as enchiladas, chicken and rice, or tacos,” Barnes
says.
They’re even a good substitute for
ground beef in a veggie burger and are an
excellent way to stretch a food budget.
They also get more nutrition into ground
beef dishes through a technique the
Mushroom Council calls “The Blend.”
Just chop mushrooms to the consistency
of ground meat or briefly pulse them in
a food processor about four to five times
until they are finely chopped and crumbly.
Then, blend the chopped mushrooms with
the ground meat and cook the beef as
usual to complete the recipe.
When you bring mushrooms home,
they should be stored in the refrigerator in
their original packaging. If you purchase
loose mushrooms, store them in the
refrigerator in a paper bag, as plastic will
create moisture, which spoils the mushrooms more quickly.
Here are some more tips from
Monterey Mushrooms: To clean mushrooms, wipe the caps and stems with a
damp paper towel. If you are preparing
many mushrooms, run them under water
quickly, and immediately pat them dry
with a paper towel. Do not soak them in
water, as they will absorb moisture and

Jill Barnes chairs the annual
Texas Mushroom Festival.

become spongy. Also, never freeze fresh
mushrooms. Instead, saute them, and
then freeze. These will keep for up to one
month frozen.
And one more tip from Elena Fortaneli
with Monterey Mushrooms: “One of the
biggest mistakes people make when cooking with mushrooms is not using enough
of them!”
FOOD EDITOR
ANNE P. BRALY
IS A NATIVE OF
CHATTANOOGA,
TENNESSEE.

SEAFOOD-STUFFED
MUSHROOMS
This dish was part of the Texas Mushroom Festival’s Gala Dinner in 2019.
1 (16-ounce) package whole
		mushrooms
1 cup chopped onion
1 small bell pepper, chopped
3 tablespoons butter
2 garlic cloves
10 ounces, cooked, shredded lobster,
		 chopped shrimp or shredded crab
3/4 cup grated Parmesan
1/2 cup mozzarella
1/2 cup mayonnaise
		 Salt and pepper, to taste
1/4 teaspoon onion powder
1/4 teaspoon garlic powder
1 /2 cup bread crumbs
1-2 green onions (tops only)
Wash the mushrooms. Remove and chop
the stems. Chop the bell pepper and
onion. Melt the butter over low heat and
saute the stems, pepper and onion until
the onion is clear, stirring occasionally.
Using a garlic press, press garlic cloves
in with the sauteed vegetables. Place
the seafood in a separate bowl. Grate
Parmesan into a bowl. Add the mozzarella, mayonnaise, seasonings, bread
crumbs and vegetables to the bowl and
mix together.

Place the mushroom caps in a shallow
baking dish and top with the mixture,
using a cookie scoop. Slice green onion
tops and sprinkle them over the top.
Bake at 400 F for 20 minutes. Serve
warm.

SAVORY SAUTEED
MUSHROOMS

An excellent topping for steak or as a
side dish for any meal.
1 pound fresh button mushrooms
1/4 cup butter
1/2 cup dry red wine
3 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce
3 tablespoons soy sauce
2 tablespoons minced onion
1/2 teaspoon oregano
1/8 teaspoon each garlic, salt and
		rosemary
1 tablespoon chopped parsley
Clean the mushrooms, and then slice or
leave them whole. Melt butter in a large
skillet and saute the mushrooms for 3
minutes. Add the remaining ingredients
and bring the mixture to a boil. Reduce
heat, cover and simmer for 15 minutes
or until mushrooms are tender.

PORTOBELLO MUSHROOM
FAJITAS
2 tablespoons oil or butter
1 (12-ounce) package sliced
		 portobello mushrooms
1 tablespoon fajita or taco
		seasoning
2 bell peppers (any color you
		 choose), cored and sliced
1 large onion, halved and sliced
8 medium tortillas, warmed
		 Salsa, shredded cheese, sour
		 cream and/or guacamole, for
		serving
Warm a large skillet over medium heat.
Add the oil/butter, sliced portobello
mushrooms, sliced bell peppers and
onions to the skillet and cook for about
7-8 minutes until slightly tender.
Add the fajita/taco seasoning, mix
well, and cook 1 to 2 minutes or until
mushrooms reach desired tenderness.
Remove from heat.
Serve immediately in a warm tortilla
with desired toppings, such as salsa,
shredded cheese, sour cream and/or
guacamole. 
— Courtesy of Monterey Mushrooms
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