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MARS HILL

A College, A Town, A Retirement Community
musicals at the Southern Appalachian Repertory
Theatre. They audit classes, cheer at sports events,
and take advantage of a variety of college facilities.
Residents flourish in a stimulating environment that
offers life-long learning and continuing good health.
Johanna Grainger, who turned 90 in August, takes
regular trips across campus to Athletic Street, where
she swims laps in the Harrell Pool. Although its
Olympic size was a challenge at first, she has
worked her way up from two laps to six, taking the
breaststroke, crawl, and backstroke in turn. “I’ve
been a swimmer all my life,” she says. “It’s so freeing, like dancing. I love it.”

Residents

of Mars Hill Retirement Community
benefit from the town-and-gown setting that embraces them. Every door—in fact, every window—opens onto the vibrant world of college and
small-town life in this corner of the Blue Ridge
Mountains.
The college came first. Founded in 1856, it is the
oldest educational institution in Western North Carolina. Next came the town, which was built in a giant
circle around the college and echoes its theme of
warm red brick buildings and walls of stone from the
surrounding Blue Ridge Mountains.

Johanna Grainger, 90, swims laps regularly in the
Mars Hill College pool.

Near the center of that town-and-gown circle sits
Mars Hill Retirement Community, the only retirement facility in the state that not only sits on campus
land but also participates fully in the life of the college. MHRC, consisting of three floors of varying
apartment styles, offers two types of care: independent focused and assisted living. Inside, the lightfilled rooms with elegant furnishings complement
the exterior, designed in a simple neo-classical style
to echo the college’s most historic building, Founders’ Hall.

Tracking Retirement Trends
The Ammons family has developed varying types
of communities across North Carolina, including
Springmoor in Raleigh. Recently they have
launched two new projects, The Glen at Flat Rock,
near Hendersonville and SpringShire, in Greenville, NC. The family has tracked and anticipated
a growing trend: aligning retirement living with
colleges and universities. David Ammons, son of
Jud Ammons and President of Retirement Living
Associates, said, “Many of us with an eye on retirement trends could see that college towns often
rise to the top as popular locations. Traditional
retirement communities work hard to offer opportunities for self-enrichment. A community with
proximity and a relationship to a college or university has many more options. From years of
experience managing and developing these communities, we’ve learned that the profile is changing. Retirees are looking for a wide range of cultural and personal growth opportunities. We are
now at the threshold of a new approach to retirement living, and the key is the intersection of colleges and the senior resident population.”

The connection between this retirement community
and the small, liberal-arts college is unique, and it
has deep roots. Mars Hill native Jud Ammons, developer of MHRC, is a trustee of the college and is
also the great-great-grandson of John Ammons, who
was president of the college during the Civil War.
The retirement community is thus a part of the college’s extended family, and vice-versa. This is a
symbiotic relationship, where residents reap the rewards of campus life, and the college welcomes lessons that come from intergenerational connections.
MHRC residents walk only a few steps to see performers such as the Vienna Boys Choir, and poet
Maya Angelou, or to enjoy world-class drama and
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Dancing The Appalachian Way

Ask any member of the BMC team about the growing
popularity of their chosen dance form. During its 30year history, the Bailey Mountain Cloggers team has
performed throughout the United States and in Canada, Mexico, England, Scotland, Austria, and Ireland.
From the Kennedy Center to the Austrian Alps Performing Arts Festival; from the Ulster-American Folk
Park's Appalachian Festivals to a BBC telecast from
Belfast; from performances in Asheville to New
York’s Broadway—this student dance company has
established a national and international reputation for
clogging excellence.

Better than the Rockettes because there are guys and
not just girls. Better than Riverdance because they
move their whole bodies instead of just legs and feet.
Better than their competition because they are the 13time national champions. The Bailey Mountain
Cloggers are simply the best. So far in 2007, this
Mars Hill College team of dancers has placed first in
every competition.
On the first Saturday in October each year, the cloggers strut their stuff at the Madison County Heritage
Festival, a daylong celebration of regional music, arts,
and crafts. This year, the day was near-record warm,
in the high 80s, as the 32 dancers took to the amphitheater stage. They managed to look cool as they
tapped their way through buck dancing, figure work,
line dancing, and routines that mixed the traditional
with jazz, hiphop, and rap. At the base of it all was
clogging, with precision moves being a major feature
of their style. The team even performed one set à cappella in a silence that would have allowed the smallest
misstep no place to hide. There were no missteps. The
Bailey Mountain Cloggers are masters of their craft.

Even with this far-flung attention, the Bailey Mountain Cloggers never forget their hometown. Each fall,
in addition to appearing at the Mountain Heritage
Festival, they perform at the festival honoring one of
their group’s founders, Bascom Lamar Lunsford, “the
Minstrel of Appalachia.” They also dance for the
Mars Hill Retirement Community, following the tradition of close connection between the college and
MHRC. The team’s director, Danielle Buice, looks
forward to that performance. “The residents are an
awesome audience,” she says. “It’s so much fun to
dance for them. They are not just watching us, they
are with us, every step of the way.”

Clog dancing originated in the Southern Appalachians, in the mountains and valleys that make up the
misty vistas surrounding Mars Hill. The heritage of
Irish step-dancing and Scottish country dance are
evident in the BMC routines, but clogging has even
more diverse threads, with rhythms borrowed from
Africa and the land of the Cherokee. The dance began as a mixture of steps and patterns that merged,
over time, into a recognizable style. Clogging is
characterized by an up-and-down movement of the
body, feet tapping out the beat of the music (as opposed to the melody, differentiating it from tap dancing). Today, clogging is a fine art with performances
and competitions taking place all over the country
and throughout the world.

Bailey Mountain Cloggers perform at state and
national festivals, all over the globe, and at MHRC
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Artist, Author, “Little Flower” of Haiti

T he

walls of Lynne Ruskin’s suite
dance with color and form. A carnival
scene with masked face and colorful
caps . . . women, almost life-sized,
kneeling to shape the bread they sell at a
marketplace . . . a roadside storefront
hung with vivid handwoven fabric.
These are not works of art purchased by
Lynne Ruskin. They are works of art
painted by Lynne Ruskin, part of an oeuvre that hangs in galleries and museums
in United States, Haiti, Guatemala, and
in private collections around the world.
Mrs. Ruskin (who prefers to be addressed as “Lynne”) is listed in Who’s
Who in American Art.

Lynne Ruskin surrounds herself with her own art in her suite at MHRC.

She has been compared to the French
fauve Gauguin, not just because of similar stylistic elements, but because of the
story behind the paintings. “I liked his
approach to art and life,” Lynne says. “I
was attracted to the idea of living in a
place where few outsiders go and putting that experience on canvas.”

Lynne’s early life and career veered away from fine art. Although she had majored in art at Syracuse University and received a
degree from the Cleveland [Ohio] Institute of Art, she went on to study anatomy at the Cleveland Clinic and Western Reserve
Medical School. She became a medical illustrator for hospital surgeries, a demanding profession that combines art with science
and calls for keen powers of interpretation and the ability to translate onto paper the most important details of a surgical procedure.
Flash forward to 1961. Lynne had raised two children and continued to work in hospital settings. To restore herself after finalizing a divorce, she vacationed in the Caribbean islands of Jamaica, Haiti and the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico. She
was inspired by the diversity she found there. “There were so many ethnic groups in those islands,” she recalls, “so close in
proximity but so different, and I was fascinated by them.” She returned to home and work in Cleveland, and on one particularly cold and rainy day in an operating room, sketching the progress of yet another surgery, her thoughts kept turning to the
island she had most admired. “That was Haiti,” she says, “the colors and the people and the warmth.”
Lynne left America for a new life in Haiti. She soon recaptured her passion for painting, mainly oils, which she calls “the medium of the masters.” She says, “I would set up my easel under a coconut tree or by a stream, never a river because you could
drown fast during a rainstorm where rivers get violent in a hurry. After all those years working in hospitals, being out in the
open and not in a studio was exhilarating.” She would rent a car and drive through the countryside by herself. “That was in the
day of Papa Doc,” she says, “and many people were getting killed. In Port-au-Prince I went into an especially dangerous district. I’d been told, ‘Maybe they like you here and there, but in this place, they won’t.’ ” Today, in her suite at Mars Hill Retirement Community, Lynne points to a canvas of hills dotted with dwellings in brilliant colors. She says, “There it is, my
painting of that dangerous district. I knew if I came with my paints, they wouldn’t hate me.”
Wherever Lynne went in Haiti, she was surrounded by the people. She recalls: “They didn’t speak English, though, and I
didn’t speak their language. I said to myself, ‘This is ridiculous,’ and decided I must learn kreyòl.” Haitian Creole had recently
been recognized as an official language, resulting in the publication of guides to learning it phonetically. Lynne says, “I studied
every morning at breakfast until I was able to have conversations with the people who watched me paint.”
She spoke to the Haitian people through her art, as well. Although she was enchanted by the architecture and objects in nature,
it was the human face and form that she most often chose to portray. “They said to me, ‘You make us look beautiful,’ and they
wanted to give me a special name. They came up with Caïmite, a small flower that is very sweet. It appeals to their palate
much like the sugar cane they learn to eat when young. I think the caïmite flower is too sweet, but I love the name. I began
using it to sign my paintings.”
Lynne has also taken Caïmite for her pen name. In 1979 Exposition Press published her memoir Don’t Get Hit by a Coconut.
It was reviewed by the late comedian Victor Borge, who wrote, “She has a marvelous ability to describe the characteristics of
the native people and the nature of the tropical islands.” The book’s jacket blurb describes the memoir as “A love story, a profound understanding of life in the Caribbean islands, a wacky travel tale, and a partial autobiography of a young American
painter who gave up a secure livelihood in Ohio to capture on canvas the vivid beauty of the Haitian landscape and the irrepressible vitality of its people.”
The “love story” began to unfold when Lynne met her second husband, Robert Ruskin. Bob was practicing law in St. Croix at
the time and later was appointed U.S. Magistrate for the Virgin Islands. The Ruskins lived and worked in the Caribbean for 25
years, and eventually settled in the Asheville area. Before his death in December, 2007, Bob and Lynne wrote a novel together,
a “romantic adventure” set in the social and economic unrest of the 1960s Caribbean. They combined their talents into one pen
name, Caimite.
Lynne says, “Bob made me promise to have my first book, the memoir, reprinted in a second edition, and I’m working on that.
I feel the urge to have a paintbrush in my hand, but to finish revisions for the reprint, I need to get up to speed on the computer.
It’s a complicated process. I get discouraged, but my son, R.J., keeps talking me into it. He says, ‘You can do what you want to
do. You always have.’
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Western North Carolina Puts
on a Color Show

They

are called, affectionately, “leafpeepers,” those visitors from all over the
globe who come to the mountains of
North Carolina to view the drama of fall
color. Peeping? Gazing with awe would
be a better way to describe this activity.
The 5,000-foot elevation change in the
Blue Ridge Mountain range allows one
of the longest-running color displays in
the United States. Elevation and weather
are the chief factors in the color show.
Leaves begin their color change on the
highest peaks and gradually work down
to the lowest elevations.

The annual wonder of the Ginkgo tree behind Mars Hill
Retirement Community

Residents of the Mars Hill Residential Community
might enjoy the colors of fall during a boating tour of
Lake Lure, but they can revel in a foliage extravaganza
on the other side of their MHRC windows. Bailey
Mountain, rising above the streets of Mars Hill, is resplendent in October with the yellows, scarlets, and
burgundies of old-growth hardwoods. Bailey is the beloved “town mountain” of this community. MHRC
residents and other citizens of Mars Hill have contributed their dollars and their energy to a local foundation
that has saved 200 acres of the mountain from development.

ginkgo, whose fossil records date back to when dinosaurs roamed the earth. Its lobe-shaped leaves turn a
pure, dazzling yellow in the fall, remaining on the tree
until late in the season. And then, in one day or even a
couple of hours, the ginkgo flings every leaf to the
ground in the dramatic gesture of a seasoned vaudeville performer. Residents gather at the windows of the
first floor living room to admire this quick-change
miracle of fall.

Even closer than Bailey Mountain, on a hillside behind
MHRC, is the world's oldest living species of tree, a
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