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Wedded to Place
BY NANCY HILLER

AFEWYEARSAGO,the newspaper quoted a woman
in my town who advocated building an inter-

state highway on the grounds that it would pro-
vide a safer commute for local drivers than do existing,
two-lane roads. This woman's husband had been injured
in a wreck while driving to work. Her view was publi-
cized by the Interstate's promoters to put a human face
onto an issue that seemed to pit developers and transcon-
tinental shipping companies against the individuals and

families who may lose their homes, farms, and businesses
if the new road is built. Referring to those opposed to
the construction, this woman said: "All those people are
worried about their homes. Well, they can get another
home, but I [could] never replace my husband." Mater-
ial things versus human welfare? Surely the highway's de-

tractors are self-interested opponents of progress, people
unwilling to sacrifice for the greater good.

But is that way of portraying the issue fair, or is it
opportunistic? The case shares elements with others that
involve the law of "eminent domain." The recent Supreme
Court ruling in the case of New London, Connecticut,

underscores the importance of examining what's really
at stake when people stand to lose their homes through
the exercise oflaw, supposedly for the greater good.While

it's absolutely true that the spokeswoman for our local
highway could not have replaced her husband [who sur-
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vived his accident], it's a mistake to assume that people's
homes lost to the Interstate are more replaceable, in their
owners' view, than a husband is for his wife.

DURINGTHEPASTcentury, life has changed dramatically.
Few live on a family homestead. Our culture rewards
mobility, valuing income and job-related prestige over
basic self-sufficiency and community ties.We're encour-

aged to think of our homes as property with a dollar
value. But many of us still don't see "home" that way.

Imagine that you've built your house with your
own hands, perhaps using lumber from land that has been
in your family for generations. You planned the house,
your excitement tempered by a reasonable apprehension.

You carefully chose the building site, imagining how the
golden light at the end of the day would bring the kitchen
to life as your family gathered for dinner. You dug the
foundation using a rented excavator during your sum-
mer vacation. You erected walls in the evenings after
work. You covered the roof \vith shingles one incredibly

hot weekend in September, just in time to begin a win-
ter's worth of interior jobs under cover.

What do such tasks really entail? Laying the hard-
wood floors in my own house cost me more than a day

of my life per room. Each board had to be measured,
cut, and nailed. Mter I had laid [continuedon page40]
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the first three rows across the living room, I surveyed in

disbelief the great expanse I had yet to cover, three inches
at a time. And mine is just a litde house.

When you do the work of making a home, espe-

cially if you do so in your spare time, you develop a

deep appreciation of investment. Money is the least of
it; it's your body, as you get down on your hands and

knees and stand back up, again and again, for twelve
hours, only to begin all over the following day.It's your
sweat that drips onto the unfinished wood. Whether
building new or restoring an old place, you reach a mo-

ment, sooner or later, at which you realize that your life
can be measured in terms of the time you've put into

your house. Making the cabinets for the kitchen took
six weeks out of a summer, you realize. Scraping and re-

painting the wooden siding of our two-storey Victorian
took one third of one of my 45 years. These represent

significant commitments.
Even when the work is done by others, we ac-

knowledge what's involved. Polishing the staircase that
was fashioned by our carpenter or cleaning the leaded-

glasswindows in which our home's original owners took

such pride are expressions of respect for the work of oth-
ers and of stewardship for the places we love.

Home is not just the house. Imagine planting a

garden on land that was previously bare. A garden takes
vision, hope, and years of backbreaking work: digging,

hauling, building paths and walls, relocating shrubs and

perennials for better effect after running a critical eye
over your compositions. Shade trees and fruiting vines
take years, sometimes decades, to fulfill their purpose. It
was five years before my kiwi vines bore fruit, three
before the wisteria had a single bloom. The newly planted

apples and pears will look like sorry sticks for a good

few years; I can only hope to be around when they start
to resemble the trees that I imagined as I dug their holes.

What's more, all of this creation, inside and out, re-

quires maintenance. Cleaning and painting, caulking and
pointing have no end. You must weed and mulch, prune
and water; as you look around, your eyes envision what

you'll transplant in fall, and edit out blemishes such as
the pile of logs from a tree you felled, which you'll saw
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up for firewood come winter. You spend summer evenings

edging the garden beds, autumn weekends raking, and
planting new bulbs for the spring. Life becomes a slow
dance with your home as you choreograph your days
around the demands of each season.

Like the seasons,aging is a part of life.You may not

be physically able to create another house, another gar-
den, to "replace" the one that might be paved for a high-
way or dug out for the basement of a high-rise hotel.
Even those who retain the necessary physical capacity
may find their spirit broken by the prospect of seeing
their life's work obliterated-not by an act of nature, or

even by war, but by something quite preventable, the
benefits of which may arguably not outweigh the costs.

WHATARETHOSEBENEFITS"for the greater good"? Whose
interests do they really serve? How can you measure the
lives saved from auto accidents against the lifetimes of

love and work invested by those who will lose their

homes-particularly in view of the fact that interstate
highways host their own share of lethal wrecks? The ar-

gument is quite apart from such considerations aswhether

petrol-powered vehicles even represent sustainable forms
of transportation in the long term.

''Jobs!'' is a rallying cry of those who hope to real-
ize their plans through the taking of others' homes or
land. But as we ponder the creation of service jobs at gas
stations and fast-food restaurants, or the increase in ta..x

dollars to be gained trom giving square footage over rc
what is touted as the "highest and best use," we should

bear in mind the years of work, much done for love. and

unpaid, which have gone into the places that will be de-
stroyed, and also to the livelihoods of farmers and o~er:
whose businesses stand in the way of proposed de-e<lor:---
ments. It's ironic to think how many homesteads ~.;

thriving businesses have been bulldozed in the nam~ ::-
"jobs" that will be done by people who have lircle ::=-
est in the work and are paid scarcely enough rc ~ -:-::.

There is the notion that it's selfish for rea~ ::::

value their homes over some purportedly ~~ ~:.:;.:..
But who are the arbiters of character dem==; ~~

judgments, and what qualities of character do.n...~ =---=-
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selves display? Think of the qualities that go into the

making and upkeep of a home: imagination, hard work,
patience, perseverance, hope, and courage. Measure these
against the quest, however understandable, of those who
seek to profit by investing capital, not life, into the pro-
jects slated to supplant the creations of others. To these
people, the hoped-for profit consists not of life, but more
capital. Measure the hard work of home-making and the

passionate determination to protect home against the an-
ticipation of increased profits to be realized by cutting
minutes off every trip from Mexico to Canada (once the
Interstate is built through my own locale).

Who should make the sacrifice?Too often, coura-

geous people are persuaded to make genuine sacrifices

by appeals to "the greater good" without that good ever
being honestly articulated. I may well decide to give up
my home, if the cause seemsjustified. I may even be per-

suaded to risk or give up my life. But it's only right that
arguments for sacrifice on such a scale be honest, and

made by those willing. to give at the same level. How
often is this the case?

Any time I see those in power dismissingthe human-
made world as "mere objects" in favor of some suppos-
edly superior qualities of character or values, I get

suspicious. Yes, human life should be put above things,
in principle. But "made" things embody lives,and things
that are made with love, skill, and care embody some of
the highest qualities of human character. We should not
be blind to the expression of values in objects.

IT MIGHTBESAIDto the woman quoted that she could

indeed replace her husband. People do, after all, replace
their spouses every day.I share the abhorrence most would
feel at this suggestion. But that is exactly why I cite it.
Those who will lose their homes if the highway is built,
or if the technology and office park in New London is
developed, cannot simply get new ones. A home and gar-

den, a farm, a business-so many of these are wedded as
inalienably to the people who create and care for them
as a wife is wedded to her husband

It's poignant to consider that nor so long ago, when
American life was agriculturally based, "husband" meant

not only the male head of a household, bur anyone who
cultivated the land. +

NANCY HILLER is a cabinetmaker ill Bloomington,

Indiana [nrhillerdesign.comJ.Further information 011

the proposed highway may befound at carri69.org


