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As a child, Seija Ojanpera enjoyed going on road trips with 

her family and staying in bed and breakfasts, looking at 

the designs of the hotels, and even drawing hotel designs 

of her own. But she never imagined she would turn it into a profes-

sion. 

With her gift for math and science, her admiration of Mother Tere-

sa, and the inspiring example of her grandmother’s heart for serving 

others, Seija thought it was a natural progression to pursue a degree in 

medicine. Her grandmother and grandfather lived a life of “practicing 

what they preached,” teaching Seija and the rest of their grandchildren 

that actions speak louder than words, and you only have to look around 

to see people in need. They took the less fortunate into their home and 

visited with prisoners to share the love they had for everyone. With this 

desire to serve instilled in her, Seija embarked on her studies to be a 

doctor, aiming to take medicine to those around the world who lack the 

resources for the care they need.

Seija worked in restaurants and bars while she was in school, saving 

for the things she loved—travel, art, vintage clothing, and great food. 

But in her second year of school she realized she was setting herself up 

for an extremely stressful life that would leave no time for those things, 

so she took the deeply instilled desire to help people and ventured into 

the world of non-profits. 

Marrying her love of art and her drive to serve others, Seija immersed 

herself in not-for-profit organizations helping the homeless before 

eventually working for Ellen and Jay Heavilon as they opened The 

Hart Gallery in Chattanooga, Tennessee. The Hart Gallery provides 

space, materials, and meals for the homeless, low-income seniors, and 

at-risk youth, among others. The community is invited in to attend art 

Every room at The 
Dwell Hotel has its 
own character and 

theme, with quirky 
names such as “The 

Pink Lady” and 
“The Orient”.

classes and create artwork, some of which is then offered 

for sale in the gallery.

Seija’s passion had always been in art and service, and 

she was finally ready to sink her teeth into something 

of her very own. Going back to her childhood dream of 

owning a hotel, Seija and her business partner purchased 

a house on Lookout Mountain and developed it into a 

luxury getaway retreat that sleeps eight and offers yoga, 

spa services, and a personal chef. This retreat became the 

starting point for Seija’s dream of opening a five-star lux-

ury property. She and her partner purchased 466 acres on 

Lookout Mountain and began designing what Seija calls 

her “magnum opus.” 

One afternoon Seija and her business partner met at a 

favorite restaurant to work on plans for the property. This 

restaurant happened to be attached to a Victorian bed and 

breakfast, the then-latest incarnation of what started as 

The Colonial Hotel in 1909 and was, once again, for sale. 

The business associates realized the beautiful hotel would 
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(top left) Guests enjoy starlit cocktails at the hotel ’s bar, Matilda Midnight.

be the perfect next step, and in November of 2014, the 

purchase was made. The hotel was closed on February 

22, 2015, and within a few short months Chattanooga 

saw what was one of the fastest renovations in memory, 

with as many as 100 people working simultaneously to 

wire lighting, hang wallpaper, and install tile. 

The kitchen was renovated and expanded in an im-

pressive six weeks, making way for Terra Mae, the 

restaurant, and a new, separate bar, Matilda Midnight. 

One short month later, the newly-renovated and re-

branded Dwell Hotel welcomed its first guest.

The five-and-a-half months from purchase to open-

ing were a whirlwind. Seija discovered photographs of 

the hotel hanging in the lobby from the 1940s through 

1970s, revealing an art deco space that would be at 

home in Miami’s South Beach. Inspired by these pho-

tos and her own love of everything vintage, she decided 

to base the renovation on the glitz and glamour of the 

1950s. She had a definite vision for the hotel, but after a 

few meetings with various interior designers, she faced a 

frustrating situation. With no time to waste and a tight 

budget, Seija decided her best chance at getting exactly 

what she wanted was to to take the project on herself. 

She immersed herself in the era, even dressing in vin-

tage clothing, and focused on each and every detail. 

In the midst of managing a new restaurant and a ren-

ovation, Seija and her best friend scoured junk shops 

and websites such as etsy and eBay, making fortuitous 

connections across the country. The two managed to 

select every piece of furniture, every lamp, and every 

wallpaper—even some of the original iconic banana leaf 

wallpaper from the Beverly HIlls Hotel—that would go 

into Dwell Hotel.  And with each room showcasing a 

different theme and style, their quest was no small un-

dertaking. Even though they were placing lamps a mere 

hour before the first guest checked in, Seija’s vision was 

accomplished. Looking back, she laughs saying she has 

no idea how she managed. But her passion for design 

and the hospitality world, and her incredible attention 

to detail, is evident in every corner.

Seija is proud to be a service industry and design pio-

neer in her family. While she, her sisters, and several of 

her cousins all have a love of decorating and throwing 

over-the-top parties, and each have their own distinct 

style, Seija is the only one thus far to turn that love into 

a career. And as she forges her own path, creating her 

business not from lessons learned in college, but from 

her own deep desire and passion, she is certainly an in-

spiration to any other 30-something year old woman 

who has greatness just beneath surface.
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