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i  h a d  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  recently to read a book by David Shi called  
The Simple Life: Plain Living and High Thinking in American Culture. It is a 
scholarly survey of the history of this country which proposes that the ideal 
of living a simple and meaningful life is an underlying, enduring theme in 
American culture. Shi’s narrative starts with the arrival of the first waves  
of immigrants to this country, the Puritans in 1620 and the Quakers in  
1680, who came to start a new life for themselves in Plymouth Colony  
and Pennsylvania. 

Both groups fled England intending to found a 
society that reflected their values, where material 
pursuits were subordinate to ethical and moral 
ideals. In 1630 John Winthrop described his vision 
to establish a “city upon a hill:” a community 
which would serve as a beacon of plain living and 
virtue for all to emulate. William Penn’s goals 
for Pennsylvania were similar, to found a Society 
of Friends based on self-reliance, honest work, 
social justice, and a rejection of needless luxury. 
Unfortunately, both visions proved too challenging 
for the colonists, as the economic opportunity 
provided by the New World created a wealthy  
citizenry that would reject those lofty constraints.

But Shi demonstrates that while one era may reject the ideal of plain  
living and high thinking, subsequent ones always emerge to make the  
movement their own. He traces this recurring American belief in the value  
of an intentional life through three centuries in the writings of generations  
of well-known practitioners and proponents, among them Thomas Jefferson, 
Henry David Thoreau, Jane Addams, Scott and Helen Nearing, and Jimmy 
Carter. Shi describes the transcendentalists in the 1830s, the Arts and Crafts 
movement in the 1880s, the founding of the Boy Scout movement in 1910, 

and in our era the counterculture movement of the 1960s. Each time, the call 
to lead a simple and meaningful life is ultimately overwhelmed by the pursuit 
of another enduring theme in our culture, the American Dream of wealth 
and prosperity.

I like to think of the founding of this country as the founding of an intentional 
community by people who aspired to plain living and high thinking, and I 
believe that North Bennet Street School is an enduring reflection of that 
idealism. Our founder, Pauline Agassiz Shaw, felt that learning a trade and 

earning a living were essential, but they were not goals 
unto themselves, they were a means to an end. Shaw 
believed in training the “whole person,” not teaching 
“how to make a living” but “how to live.” 

While plain living and high thinking may be unattainable 
for a society, it remains an enduring aspiration and the 
underlying ethos of NBSS. Our students demonstrate 
their commitment to essential human values like service, 
perseverance, and self-reliance. They possess a high 
degree of respect for technical accomplishment, and 
they value the rewards of honest work. They have 
increasingly made these choices in the face of a society 

that seems to have other priorities, and in the face of financial realities that 
would have deterred most of us. 

You support their choices with your support for North Bennet Street School. 
Learn how NBSS is helping students offset the cost of their education with 
the Lives and Livelihoods campaign at nbss.edu/campaign. 

PLAIN LIVING AND 
HIGH THINKING

by m i g u e l g ó m e z-i b á ñ e z c f ’99  
President of NBSS

While plain living and 
high thinking may be 

unattainable for a society, 
it remains an enduring 

aspiration and the  
underlying ethos of North 

Bennet Street School.

Check out our hand-picked  
list at nbss.edu/blog

LOOKING FOR  
SOME GREAT  

SUMMER READING?

The Cabinet & Furniture Making 
program has a library of over 

300 books (many of them rare) 
available to students. 

http://www.nbss.edu/campaign
http://www.nbss.edu/blog


For more great photos, visit  
facebook.com/NBSSboston.

ANNUAL  
CELEBRATION  

OF CRAFT 

Each year, NBSS hosts a series of events 
that supports the School’s mission to train 
students for careers in traditional trades. 
Guests of our Preview Dinner enjoyed 
program demonstrations and speakers, 
while those at our Opening Reception had 
a fun evening with live music and great 
conversation. The centerpiece of these 
events, the Student & Alumni Exhibit, 

featured over 100 pieces of work from our 
talented community.

All proceeds from the Annual Celebration 
of Craft go directly to supporting our next 
generation of makers.

https://www.facebook.com/NBSSBoston/
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n ot lo n g a f t e r  earning her BFA in Sculpture 
from Otis College of Art and Design in Los 
Angeles in 2008, Miranda Harter JM ’16 was back 
home in New York City and working at a jewelry 
store when she began to realize she wanted more.

“I was doing data entry so I got to unbag and 
unbox inventory and hold the jewelry, but only  
so I could enter it into the system. I wasn’t feeling 
entirely satisfied with the work, but, fortunately, 
multiple things started to come together.  
My boss said I was creative and anal-retentive 
enough to be a great jeweler.” And more  
encouragement soon followed.

“A college roommate of mine, Daniel Marquand 
BB ’11, was applying to the School’s Bookbinding 
program at the time, and he told me, ‘You’re a 
sculptor who likes to make really tiny things— 
you should check out NBSS.’” A few years later, 
Miranda took that advice, and today she is  
very happy that she did.

“One of the things that frustrated me in art  
school was the lack of emphasis on excellence 
and hand skills. The way I looked at it, before 
you became a painter you had to learn how to 
copy. At NBSS, you learn how to make jewelry 
in the way that hundreds of years of craftsmen 
have made it. I worked harder at NBSS than I 
ever have in my life. It was fantastic, though, and 
enormously rewarding.”

A first-semester internship at e. scott originals  
in Somerville earned Miranda the respect of 
Emily Scott JM ’07, and a recommendation  
that resulted in a full-time job.

“I’m a jewelry assistant and the bench jeweler 
for Jade Moran Jewelry, a longtime custom 
jeweler in Somerville making primarily wedding 
and engagement rings. I’m just a baby jeweler, 
but it’s great because my boss asks me for my 
opinion. She is a master model maker—casting in 
wax—and a wax carver, and I do all the metal work 
for her.”

A self-described “fan” of ancient Egyptian and 
medieval European jewelry, Miranda is proud  
to be carrying tradition forward.

“One of the amazing things is just how many of 
us have a knee-jerk assumption that things are 
machine made. We walk into Tiffany & Co. and 
think that the rings and necklaces must have been 
made by robots. There is 3D CAD, of course,  
but the vast majority of design is still done by 
craftsmen, which is very gratifying. And each 
stone is hand-set, with all the polishing done  
by hand, too.”

As Miranda sees it, that’s a good thing, given  
the role jewelry plays in people’s lives.

“Jewelry is an important way people signal 
status—like with engagement and wedding rings. 
Wearing it can become part of someone’s identity. 
As a bench jeweler, I’m often re-forming old  
jewelry. We just did a piece for a man whose 
father had worn a pinky ring for his son’s whole  
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A NEW GENERATION  
OF CRAFTSPEOPLE

Why Skilled Trades are on the Rise

In a world of digital technology and prefabricated objects, traditional 
trades are often overlooked. Unfortunately, much of the modern world 
has forgotten how much detailed work and raw talent it takes to create 
even the most basic of handcrafted items. But there's a resurgence on 

the horizon. Perhaps due to a need for stability in an ever-changing  
economic and social climate, or perhaps due to a widespread nostalgia  

for a simpler way of life—interest in traditional craftsmanship and  
vocational trades is growing.

by j e s s i c a j o h n so n

w h at  a r e  s k i l l e d  t r a d e s ?

Our country was built by the hands of tradesmen 
and artisans, from knowledge that was passed on 
through hundreds of generations. In the times of 
ancient Egypt, Greece, and Rome, having the title 
of a craft worker was an honor. Children began 
learning hand skills at a young age depending on 
the family's trade. Apprenticeships often started 
around the age of 14, and from there, one would go 
on to become a journeyman. After nearly a lifetime 
of painstaking work, and upon acceptance to a 
guild, one would finally earn the title of a master 
craftsman. To this day, surnames like Carpenter, 
Smith, and Mason still echo the importance of 
traditional trades throughout history.

As time went on, new trades arose, and  
machinery gave us the ability to craft pieces 
of impeccable quality. Today, fine trades like 
jewelry making and finish carpentry harmonize 
traditional hand skills with modern technology. 
Craftsmanship is not just a necessity, but an art.

c r a f t s m a n s h i p  i n  m o d e r n  

http://www.nbss.edu/education
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Find us online
NBSS.EDU 
@NBSSboston
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