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Potters, dyers, glassblowers, weavers, 
woodworkers—for centuries, the hands 
of the human race have fed, clothed, and 
moved us, leaving storied impressions 
on our lives in ways we sometimes have 
trouble translating. Firm believers in the 
art of craft and the power it has to enrich 
our lives with beauty and meaning, Dan 
and Dara Brewster help to translate and 
better understand these impressions. 
When I think of them the words joie de 
vivre dance in my head. To travel is to live, 
and when the two of them are off touring 
the farthest reaches of the world, no stone 
is left unturned. Fearless wanderers, open 
to adventure, and collecting beautifully 
essential art along the way, there’s no 
direction they will not go to feed their 
appetite for revelation. 

Their years of globe-trotting have led 
to the development of DARA Artisans, 
a socially conscious online marketplace 
of extraordinary handmade products 
from around the world. From the fading 
tradition of natural indigo and vegetable 

dyeing in Mali, to the age-old Lao 
practice of silk production, Dan and Dara 
seek out the stories and crafts of master 
artisans in an effort to preserve ancestral 
traditions and foster its progress in the 
modern world. 

“It’s that sense of discovery, be it right 
here in your backyard or across the world 
in Laos,” says Dara. “I think that’s part 
of the essence of DARA, that sense of 
discovery… because, to me, that’s the 
essence of life.”

One of DARA’s backyard discoveries is 
a remarkable artisan named Jim Franco. 
Already a widely-published, NYC-based 
lifestyle photographer, Jim also happens 
to be a self-taught ceramicist. Dan and 
Dara hired Jim to shoot for DARA when 
the site first launched last summer. When 
they visited with him at his prop house 
studio, Dara’s eyes fell on his collection of 
glazed ceramic bowls. Jim, a perfectionist, 
wasn’t sure he was happy enough with his 
work to begin selling them on the site. 

Today, the bowls sell out faster than his 
hands can make them. When star chef 
and food policy activist Tom Colicchio 
partnered with DARA last fall to curate 
a special “Artisan to Table” collection 
of hand-crafted items from around the 
country, Tom fell absolutely in love with 
Jim’s tableware. 

—

It’s a rainy day here in New York, the 
streets soused with puddles the size of 
who knows, umbrellas bobbing in an 
almost rhythmic fashion. It’s the kind 
of day New Yorkers love to complain 
about—the wet, the cold, the wet—and 
where the elaborately imagined dream 
bubbles of boarding a plane and flying 
away in pursuit of new adventures are 
born. To where? Anywhere. 

And a memorable conversation in the 
living room of Dan and Dara Brewster 
will encourage it.
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The two of you are invaluable when it 
comes to sharing artisans’ stories from 
around the world, but your own stories 
are just as important. Tell me about 
yourselves. 

Dara: I’m from Albany, the great capital 
of New York. My father was a vascular 
general surgeon and my mother, for a 
time, worked in real estate. I went to 
Union College in Schenectady and I 
got my MBA at Rensselaer Polytechnic 
Institute because they had a new business 
program for technology way back when. 
I’ve lived in New York for over 20 years, 
but I got my start at Fidelity Investments 
in Boston working on a fixed income 
mortgage backed security desk, so liars 
in poker I can relate to pretty well. I’ve 
also lived in Hong Kong. I came back to 
New York in 1993 to work in multimedia 
and I’ve been working in that industry off 
and on ever since. I’ve been everything 
from a sales assistant to the marketing 
director for Sports Illustrated to the head 
of business development for all of Time 
Warner. I ran online sales at Real Simple, 
and when we combined with AOL, I had 
the privilege of being the point person for 
a lot of properties between Time Inc., and 
AOL, trying to merge them together in a 
cooperative and cohesive way.   

Dan: I grew up on a working farm north 
of Baltimore City where my parents were 
both very active horse people. My mother 
was a former demi model/actress in the 
1930s; my father was a WWII veteran. 
The passion of his life was civil rights—
he was a co-author of the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964 at a time when there was 
a bitter division, particularly between 
southern border states over the issues 
of civil rights. I grew up in comfortable 
circumstances but the expectation was 
that you worked for that, so you were up 
very, very early and you participated in 
all the activities that make a farm work. I 
went to Georgetown University for a year 
of undergraduate and a year of graduate 
school. I had a tremendous interest in 
writing. 

In 1976, I drove cross country and got 
a job in California working for New 
West Magazine. I had a terrific time 
there. I worked for a while with Clay 
Felker, the original editor of New York 

Magazine, before moving back east to 
work with Tom Morgan, who’d been the 
editor of the Village Voice, on a new left-
of-center progressive magazine called 
Politics. I wrote a column called “The 
Citizen’s Companion”; we were aggressive 
advocates for equal rights regardless of 
sexual orientation, gender, race, religion. I 
can’t say we were terribly popular, but we 
had modest success. 

I worked for a couple of other 
publications, including the new Time 
Magazine, where a part of my job was 
to edit insider reports. One day I got a 
phone call: “Dan, this is Barbara Walters, 
and I really enjoy insider reports.” And I 
thought, “Ha, so who’s the joker here?” 
So I said “Can I call you back?” She said 
“Sure” and gave me a number. I called the 
main number at ABC, not the number she 
gave me, and asked for her office. Well, 
sure enough, it was her. She wanted to do 
insider reports on air on ABC News. So 
I was hired to write those reports, report 
and write them, which I did for a better 
part of a year. After that, I was asked to be 
an assignment editor covering the Iranian 
Hostage Crisis. 

Then this guy from Atlanta announced 
that he was going to launch CNN and 
he said, “Come on over here, Dan, you’ll 
have fun.” I was in my 20s at this point 
and the truth was that they couldn’t afford 
anybody more expensive than I was and 
I was about $160/week. I became the 
congressional correspondent for CNN 
covering all sorts of stories—from the 
aftermath of the Royal Wedding to the 
attempted assassination of John Paul 
in Rome to the Israeli Army during the 
outbreak of conflict in the summer of 
1982. But television news was becoming 
a little bit more sensational, and a little 
less analytical and interesting to me, so 
I applied for an NIH grant and Nieman 
fellowship, got both, and went to Harvard 
as a Nieman fellow. After the Nieman 
fellowship, I was approached by Time 
Inc., CBS, and ABC, but went to Time 
where my job was to create a television 
show out of People Magazine. We ended 
up in contract with Paramount, but it 
ultimately didn’t go through because 
the culture wasn’t ready to accept the 
different medium—there was this kind of  
institutional inertia. 

I’ve run the circulation of Time 
International, negotiated the contract 
representing Time Inc. and American 
Express, and served as CEO of their 
magazines. I was also the CEO of printing 
and publishing firm, Gruner & Jahr, but 
the German style of management and 
my style of management were not very 
compatible and so I was fired. Since 
then, I run a small investment fund that’s 
privately held, and Dara and I travel as 
much as we can.

You’ve traveled to over 70 countries. Why 
is travel so important to you?

Dan: It forever changes the way that 
you see and perceive everything. To me, 
the experience of traveling is a way of 
opening the aperture to a wider brook. 
Having believed very much in the politics 
of inclusion, as opposed to exclusion, 
I think the exposure one gains from 
interacting with other cultures increases 
understanding and promotes a common 
sense of objectives, which is good. 

I think of cultural diversity as one of 
the most educational and enriching 
experiences that anyone can have, and to 
me that means the preservation and the 
creative development of traditions that 
have been handed down through time. 
And those traditions are things that were 
perhaps born out of utility, but have now 
become things of great beauty and great 
sophistication and we really ought to 
cherish them. This includes storytelling. 
This includes objects of utility that have 
been refined into the extraordinary. This 
includes food.

Talk to me about your favorite travel 
memory.

Dan: We were wandering the back roads 
of Aleppo—the foundations of which 
are second, third, fifth century—when 
we heard some readings going on and 
music being played. It was sort of this 
incongruous mix, so we looked in and 
peered around. We were greeted by Adam 
Sala, an extraordinary Syrian artisan, who 
was running a kind of salon for artisans 
and artists. He said, “You have to come 
with me across the roofs of Aleppo.” So 
here we go up to the top of this ancient 
souk and we’re walking across the roofs, 

looking down at all of these incredible 
billowing silks, the bustling activity, oddly 
a camel or a calf might walk through—I 
mean, it was truly out of Lawrence of 
Arabia. Experiences like that are truly 
unforgettable. We stayed and bought 
an abstract painting from Adam that 
hangs in our house in Rhode Island. It’s 
of six women against this cobalt blue 
background and immediately surrounding 
the women are very vivid colors of what 
they imagine the world to be, and they’re 
in various stages of removing their veils, 
all abstract, to discover the world around 
them. 

Like Adam Sala, who are some of the 
most treasured artisans on the site, the 
ones you feel have changed your life in 
some way? 

Dara: Definitely the Mulberries, “a 
silk farming and handicraft cooperative 
in Laos that trains women, particularly 
women, to produce silk of an exceptionally 
fine quality.” We’ve spent a lot of time 

with them and Mrs. Mulberry’s story is 
just breathtaking. The incredible hardship 
that she lived through during the Vietnam 
War when we dropped more ammunition 
in northeast Laos and along the Ho Chi 
Minh trail then we did in all of WWII; 
we bombed this country to smithereens 
and all the while we said we didn’t have 
any boots on the ground. Well, that’s not 
true. Not only were we bombing, but we 
had boots on the ground. And she and 
her family, they took whatever they could, 
the fragments of what they would use 
in their everyday lives, whether it’s the 
woolen skirts or the ceremonial scarves, 
and they put them in terracotta jars to 
keep them preserved.  

And there’s no anger, there’s no bitterness.

Dan: No, there’s charisma, serenity, and 
a sophistication. And you ask, “Why 
were the textiles so important?” And 
she says, “These are the stories that my 
grandmother told my mother. These are 
the stories that my mother told me. These 

were the stories I’ve told my children. I 
don’t want to lose that history.” 

Was DARA an idea that evolved naturally 
over time or was there a defining moment 
you can recall?

Dan: It was crystallized in Syria, but I 
think we first talked about it in Istanbul 
with our friend, Hassan, who has a 
small souk in the shadow of the Hagia 
Sophia. He comes from a long line of 
carpet weavers. He was saying, “There’s 
an American woman here and she’s 
buying these towels and she’s selling 
them as handmade, but some member 
of my family makes these towels...” and 
he was enraged because it was driving 
up the rents of the souk. We thought if 
people were doing that, then the whole 
tradition of celebrating artisan craft was 
being compromised by mass production 
work, and here we were surrounded by 
fantastic artisans in an incredibly rich 
and cultural environment. We asked 
ourselves, “Is there a way to celebrate 

Above: Dan & Dara Brewster
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artisan craftsmanship without just buying 
things for ourselves?”

When our grandparents were going 
out to buy something they needed for 
the house, they typically went to Main 
Street where there might have been 
a grocer and there might have been a 
silversmith, a metalworker, a furrier. But 
with the aggregation of enterprise into 
big box retail and fast food dispersed 
worldwide, we lost the connection 
between the people who grew it, and 
raised it, and made it. The second half of 
the baby boom has something very much 
in common with the millennials: things 
like “fair trade,” “sustainability,” “organic,” 
and “renewable” have real meaning now. 
They were unheard of when I was a child, 
absolutely unheard of. People today 
want more unique experiences and they 
want the opportunity for self-expression. 
That didn’t exist when I was growing up. 
In the 1950s, the standard was “can I 
look as similar to everybody else on my 
block? I have to have the same car, the 
same apple tree…” and you have to say, 
“wait a minute---as much as I want to 
respect and appreciate my neighbors, I’m 
different from them.” The only way to get 
more out of life is to have an intellectual 
curiosity—to elicit the stories and the 
meanings behind things. Otherwise, we 
may as well all eat white bread, quit after 
algebra, and drive a Chevy. 

How was “Artisan to Table” with Tom 
Colicchio born? 

Dara: Given his support and 
commitment to food policy action, we 
both felt partnering with Tom just made 
all the sense in the world. I do think it 
also came about from how we do our 
own table—having the handmade linens, 
the beautiful knives that are handmade 
in a town in Italy, having things that 
are different and unusual, but they’re 
handmade and they don’t match and 
that’s okay. Artisan to table, I think, is 
even more prevalent and local than farm 
to table. Every time I’m in a restaurant, 
I find myself turning the plates over. A 
lot of the artisans that we work with 
represent different types of products that 
you’re either using on the table or using to 
get your food to the table.  

Where do you see DARA Artisans in five 
to ten years?

Dan: Remaking people’s appreciation 
for handmade of the highest quality. 
Reinforcing desire for cultural discovery 
and self-expression. Helping people come 
to the understanding that things born out 
of tradition and a commitment from the 
heart have a spirit to them and a sensibility 
that cannot be matched by machines. 
I see us as the foremost destination for 
beautiful handmade objects that preserve 

heritage and craft. 

Dara:  When we created DARA, we had 
three objectives: one was to create a market 
for beautiful handmade objects. The 
second was the preservation of heritage 
and culture. The third was economic 
opportunities for artisans, and as much as 
possible in developing countries. I think 
two of the really important things about 
what we’re doing that’s different from 
what other organizations are doing is that 
we’re global—we’re not just American-
made, we’re not just Kenyan-made, we’re 
not just one particular region. And we 
really value our partnerships with artisans. 

In five to ten years, and this is absolutely 
fundamental, I see us continuing to have 
the respect and the relationships with 
the artists, and I see DARA becoming 
the go-to, dependable platform brand for 
handmade.

Above: Jim Franco’s work. View his collection and the craft of other artisans at daraartisans.com.

JIM FranCO
Ceramicist & Photographer

The thing about photography is that, in this weird way, 
I don’t think about it until I’m doing it. It doesn’t really 
linger. Whereas with ceramics, it’s this thing that kind of 
holds on to me when I’m not there.”

“
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