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Money Well Spent

BY WNANCY HILLER

n acquetintance prodly reports that fie and his

wife frad their Arts and Crafis-style house built

for s100 a square foot, instead of the s200 more
typical of their locale, by buying as muony fixtures and fir-
fings as possible af discost chain stores. » A englomer of
mEre, SCEIvE d T |_rf lpiely bes Fl'r.'irjg CRERORE rrm::‘.-:lﬁ:-r e
yorng boys, asks disapprovingly why children need such fancy
Surmiture, = A colleague sayps that when she tefls friends her
charming studio cost some 843,000 fo build, they are “ont-
rraed " ot the expense

REMARKS SUCH AS THESE can be heard every day. Most
of us don't even notice them, let alone question why
they are made. After all, why wouldn't someone be glad
to have saved thousands of dollars building his home? Why
shouldn't | disapprove on learning that a backyard stu-
dio coi almest as much as 2 small house? And what
kind of values are parents teaching their children by
buying them beds that are custom made?

On the face of it these remarks are understand-
able. They reflect admirable values such as modesty and
thraft: It's good o save for the future, bad o spoil chil-
dren. To pay more for something than necessary is not
Just profligate but downright foolish.

Yet a closer look at the realities behind these com-
ments and the circumstances that prompred them re-
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veals some laws i the ways that many of ws think absour
spending money—ilaws that | believe have serious so-
cial and ecomomic comsequences.

TAKE THE BACKYARD sTUntO. Here are some of the as-
sumptions that might have led to the onlookers’ initial
disguse: (1) The builder is greedy. (2) The owner 15 ex-
mavagant in her spending. (3) If vou are wealthy enough
to pay $43,000 for a studio in the back yard, you should
be donaving that money o charines instead of spend-
ing it on yourself. (How selfish!) But the facts make
matters more complex.

The builder, who i known to me, 15 far from
greedy. In fact, he makes a modest living. He pays his
emplovees a decent wage. Most of them have been with
him for years, and their relationship is a8 familial as it &
busineslike. Their lovaley to their emplover stems from
their appreciation of his character and from the satisfac-
tions they gain from their work, The builder complies
with codes and uses gquality subcontractors. He pays the
taxes and insurance required of an employer. This builder
charges what he does in part because he works to high
standards. The work he does s labor intensive, and the
materials he uses are of high, long-lasting qualiey. All of
these factors contribute to the fair cost of his work.

The bunlder in question de- [continmed o pape 74]
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votes a laudable amount of his spare ime to cvic ac
tivities, An active, iInformed member of two bodies de-
voted to hitoric preservation, he also participates reg-
ulardy in city and county affairs.
."'-]rh'!ll-l-!:i'l 1|Il.' |.'-l||:l.|lllg_ 1:||:||.|1."r -:|'i'-.-:".:mi|r|| 5 palnt-
g stddio, it was purposely built as i it were a tiny house:
At 400 square feet and with heat, mnning water, and a
half bath, it could easily be -.I.I.LHF‘-I:I."-.| for future use as an
apartmient for a guest o relaove, Knowing all of this helps
explamn the building’s price
My artist colleague certainly could have buile a
bess expensive studio. She could, theoretically, have had
1 aluminum-clad mini-barn comnstructed in the back
yard of her late-1%h-century home. But her property
i locared in a historic neighborhood, which means she
cant build just anvthing. For that, she’s grateful. Her
new studio’s appearance 5 so well suited to the sur-
I'.111:'u|-lll|: architecture that it enhances the '|'||.,'|'_i:|'||_1-c'|1-
hovoad

as a whole, s proportions, recfline, colors, and

salvaged Victorian porch brackets providing a beauriful

view o others 35 well as o her

This colleapue of mine is far from wealthy, A pro-
fessional artist and teacher, she lives simply. Having a stu-
dio built at her home has freed her from a significant car
commute. It has added to the value of her house while
mcreasing the desirmbility of neighboring properties. She
have the 343,000 thar it took to build the studio:
che borrowed much of . By

didn
having the studio con-
structed, she put thousands of dollars owned by local in

vestors back into the local CCOTIOTIY, CTCADnE work for
bauilders and suppliers in addition to enhancing her neigh-
borhood’s appearance and property values. Had she in-
vested whae funds she possessed i the stock of some dis-
tng corporatien, she would have rernoved those funds
troms lacal circulagon. (My ke on thar kind of imvest-
frent o that it may |11.']E" increase the clientele at 2 com-
mumity’s homeless shelver.)

50 much for the .."'-.'u.'i:f..l.l'-:‘l studio, Whar about the
values that my bed-commissioning clients are teaching
to their children? This would be my lise: (1) Ir's good to
support local businesses. (2) Women can be capable cab-

metmakers and business people. (3) Beautiful surround-
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ngs are worth cultivating, (4) It's wasteful to spend hard
earned money on shoddy goods, These beds are made
to be handed down to the bovs' own children and grand-
children. {39 Its educational and soutl=feeding, somenmes,
to deal directly with producers of things, to see the human

taces behind the objects that we normally take for granted

And an Ares and Crafis house buile entrely with
discount=store producs? Besides the contradicoon in
terms, it may be a foolsh investment, long-term, de-
pending on the suitability of design, the longevity of ma-

terials used, and the building’s fit in the neighborhood

WHEN sMOST OF Us think about ipvesoment, we thunk in

termis of stocks and bonds, TNy -market accownts, and

the daily performance of the Dow. A rental pPrOperty may

come o mind, or perhaps a imeshare 1o the mountains

The truth i-. 'm,"n: :t:.'lkll'l_..: InvEEments every day, even

in apparently inconse-

Iregal i quenil ransactons, Few

of us think about the

L ] erymclogy of that word,

T mvestment. To invest 15

ta clathe, What we in

vest in clothes our val-

LIEE, ke I:]-,.,-||| VIsE-

ble, gives them form

We all recognize that

iwesting our time in something shows we value it But

the way we invest (or “save”) money too often expreses

an unexamined belief in money iself—and money has
no inherent value {utlicy)

By having her studio built, my artist colleague gave

her values form: Her values are expressed in the beau-
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of hand-craft ing and presery soilid- i

furmsture with the desipns and abinetry methods

At and

[ rafts” Movement, championed by such famous

URSEATL d by the turm-of: 1}'|;'-l.'l.'1lluf'!-'

Lesuls
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down with pride to the next generation and
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pful building thar now graces her
neighborhood, in her art and avail-
ability at home, as well as in the con-
tinved flourishing of her builder’
business. The boys whose parents
commissioned custom-made beds
may well have felt special, but thae
need not translate to being spoiled,
or to feeling socially supenor to the
tradesperson who made their furni-
ture. They are learning important
lessoms about how the things they
use every day are made. They're being
taught to think of themselves not
just as consumers, but as partmers in
a web of soctal and economic rela-
tonships that each one of us has
LOme power o atfect.

We all have limived time and
income. But most of us can at least
give some thought to the production
of things, instead of seeing ourselves
solely a3 consumers whose own in-
terests are all that marer. [ecoses noth-
ing to resist commercial pressure to
“think cheap.” To brag about paying
less than full price, if that’s what we
can afford, adds insule to injury.

Thrift and modesty are excel-
lent values. | don't believe they are
the values being expressed when we
buy products that are genuinely
wasteful, that weaken the fabrnic of
the local ecomomy, that ughfy our
surroundings. Instead of engaging in
the sloppy thinking thar prompred
the comments at the start of this essay,
[ try to consider carefully which
values ['m I.'A'H.“_'_-' {.’:ﬂ.FI':I'I."‘..'n'i:I:IE_' when |
spend my money. +
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