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I N T E R I O R S

Above: Barbara Rourke. 
Right: candlesticks 
on a lime-green desk. 
Far right: original yellow 
tiles in the kitchen

When Barbara Rourke arrived in San Diego to 
visit friends 11 years ago, little did she know that 
two weeks later she’d be living there. ‘I just fell 
in love with the place when I got here’, she says. 
Having grown up in New Jersey, she enjoyed 
being close to both city and beach, but it was 
the mid-century architecture and design that 
really made an impression. 

The impromptu discovery of an empty 
apartment, while driving through Mission Hills – 
a small community a mile from down-town, where 
properties are highly coveted for their architectural 
heritage – gave her the impetus to up-sticks and 
move from New Jersey on a whim. Rourke, 32, is 
a co-founder of a design-and-build company, All 
the Bells and Whistles, and one of San Diego’s 
most exciting interior and furniture designers. 
Together with Jason St John, the other co-founder, 

Ever the mid-century-modern romantic, 
Barbara Rourke pitched up in San Diego on 
holiday and ended up staying rather longer 

than she’d intended. By JACKY PARKER
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and her business partner, Jason Lane, she has 
worked her magic on some of the city’s hippest 
hang-outs, from the futuristic Starlite Lounge to 
the Milo shoe shop. Like many properties in this 
part of San Diego, the apartment was built near 
the edge of a canyon in the middle of the last 
century, and it was its architectural features that 
won over Rourke. ‘It has beautiful floor-to-ceiling 
windows at the front, and I love that it still has 
the mid-century glass panelling and original 
yellow retro tiles in the kitchen’ she says. 

With these features as a starting-point, Rourke 
set about making cosmetic adjustments. She 
ripped up the cheap brown carpet, to expose 
beautiful hardwood floors, which were duly 
polished, painted the walls, made some minor 
repairs and gradually filled the apartment with 
her mix of modern, mid-century and handmade 
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Clockwise from left: 
vintage glassware; 
the white sofa is from 
Urban Outfitters, the rug 
from Ikea and sideboard 
from a mid-century shop; 
ribbed glass panels 
separate the kitchen 
from the main living-area; 
Rourke’s collection of 
white ceramics includes 
a Frank Gehry, a present 
from her mother
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Above: large metal-
framed windows make 
this a light apartment. 
Above left: original 
black tiles and pink 
basin in the bathroom

allthebellsandwhistles.com

antique shop and then restored. ‘It was destroyed 
and looked like junk but I could see the wood 
was good’, she says. Hanging beside the bed 
is an orange glass pendant light she picked up 
in a charity shop for a few dollars. 

So are there any similarities to her Bells and 
Whistles projects? ‘We mainly design commercial 
spaces and make everything from scratch. It’s 
very different when you work to a budget and 
brief, with a timescale. This has been an organic 
process and it has slowly evolved over time’, 
she says. ‘But I do like to create spaces that are 
approachable and not intimidating, where 
people can feel comfortable’. 

furniture. Apart from a spell of furniture-making 
classes when she first arrived in San Diego, 
Rourke is pretty much self-taught – though the 
signs of a passion for decorating and design 
were apparent from an early age. ‘I re-did my 
Barbie playhouse every other week’, she recalls. 
And by the age of 12 she was helping her father, 
a musician, re-arrange furniture and choose 
paint colours for the home they shared. ‘Well, 
as much as a 12-year-old can’, she says laughing. 

Rourke’s natural flair for seeking out and 
mixing quirky finds is evident throughout the 
apartment. In the sitting-room a mid-century 
sideboard bearing her collection of vintage 
20th-century glassware sits comfortably next 
to a sleek, white Urban Outfitters sofa. ‘I’ve 
always collected vases and I like odd little 
ornaments,’ she says, pointing to her metal 
owls. She discovers most of these pieces at 
fleamarkets, garage sales and charity shops. 
The room is pulled together by a striking 
olive-green wall, on which hang framed 
architectural images by Rourke’s boyfriend, 
Christopher Duzan, a photographer. 

As you walk through to the dining- and study-
area at the opposite end of the room, there is 
more green, in the form of a lime retro desk. 
‘It’s a colour I’ve realised I’m drawn to; I love 
that it’s bold but also warm.’ However, it’s the 
bedroom, with its peacock-blue walls and canyon 
views, that is her favourite space. ‘It feels like 
I’m on vacation – it has that Palm Springs feel. 
The colour’s soothing and I knew it would work 
well with the walnut’, says Rourke, gesturing to 
the low platform bed, which she made herself, 
and a dressing-table, which she discovered in an 

Of her peacock-blue walls
Rourke says, ‘It feels like
I’m on vacation – it has that
Palm Springs feel. The
colour’s soothing’

Far left: wooden 
candlesticks ranged 
along the bedroom 
windowsill. Left: junk-
shop owls and antlers 
on a sideboard. Below: 
a view into the kitchen
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