
A long the back roads where I 
grew up, salvage was never hid-
den. It sat in plain sight—at the 

edge of fields, beside barns that leaned a 
little more each year, stacked carefully in 
places where the work of keeping things 
had not yet given way to forgetting. Old 
doors with paint worn thin as paper. Bent 
ladders missing rungs. Windows without 
glass, still waiting. Nothing was labeled 
useless. Nothing was rushed to the dump. 
Things were set aside because they might 
be needed again.

I learned early that salvage was not 
about failure. It was about endurance—
materials that had already proven 
themselves capable of weather. Wood 
that held through winter. Metal that 
bent without breaking. Salvage meant 
the work was not finished, only paused.

Some lives are built from new 
plans and clean instructions. Others 
are assembled slowly, from what 
remains—pieces that carry their own 
history, their own marks of use. You 
don’t choose salvage so much as you 
recognize it. You notice what is still 
standing. You pick up what holds.

Salvage is often mistaken for scarcity, 
for a lack of options. But it is not the 
same as doing without. Salvage is a form 
of attention. It asks you to look closely 
at what you already have and decide—
carefully—what can still work.

In the places I come from, nothing 
that had done honest labor was 
discarded lightly. Boards were turned, 
cut down, repurposed. Jars were 
washed and used again. Fences were 
mended not to be beautiful but to last 
another season. Craft was not about 
novelty. It was about continuity.

There is a humility to salvage. It 
does not pretend the past can be 
restored to its original shape. It accepts 
the warp in the wood, the crack in the 
grain, the way time leaves its signature 
on every surface. Salvage does not 
erase history; it builds with it.

A life shaped this way carries visible 
seams. It is assembled from pieces 
that were not designed to fit together 
neatly—roads that double back, 
places returned to after long absence, 
lessons learned late and kept carefully. 
The work is slower. The hands learn 
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C r a f t ,  i n  t h e  e n d ,  i s  n o t  m a s t e r y .  I t  i s 
a t t e n t i o n ,  a p p l i e d  a g a i n  a n d  a g a i n . 
I t  i s  t h e  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  s t a y  w i t h  a 
t h i n g  l o n g  e n o u g h  t o  u n d e r s t a n d 
i t s  l i m i t s ,  a n d  t h e  p a t i e n c e  t o  m a k e 
s o m e t h i n g  l i v a b l e  f r o m  w h a t  i s 
a l r e a d y  i n  y o u r  h a n d s .

patience. The measure of success is not 
perfection but whether the thing holds.

To craft a life from salvage is to 
believe that what remains is enough. 
That usefulness can outlast intention. 
That care, applied again and again, can 
keep something standing long past the 
moment it was meant to.

In Michigan, instruction is rarely 
formal. You learn by watching the 
weather and adjusting your hands 
accordingly. You learn which roads hold 

through thaw and which ones turn soft 
and dangerous when the frost lets go. 
You learn that April is not a promise, 
that blossoms can be beautiful and 
wrong at the same time.

The orchards teach this early. 
There is no hurry in them, only return. 
Branches are cut back not because they 
have failed, but because they have done 
too much. Fruit comes and goes. Some 
years the work shows. Some years it 
doesn’t. What remains is the practice—

walking the same rows, trusting the 
shape of what you cannot yet see.

No one ever said this out loud. 
There were no lessons, no explanations. 
Knowledge moved sideways, through 
repetition, through being nearby while 
something was mended, stacked, put 
away for later. Through the quiet 
understanding that usefulness mattered 
more than perfection, and that repair 
was not a sign of shortage but of care.

The land itself taught restraint. Sand 
does not hold everything. Snow does not 
forgive guessing. You learn to read the 
surface, to feel for what lies underneath. 
You learn that staying upright often 
depends on noticing what others rush 
past. A life assembled this way grows 
cautious without becoming afraid.

When I left, I carried these lessons 

without knowing I had them. They 
surfaced later—in the way I kept what 
still worked, in the way I learned to wait, 
in the way I trusted that making do 
could be a form of making well. Michigan 
does not teach ambition. It teaches 
endurance. It teaches how to keep going 
when the outcome is uncertain and 
how to recognize the value of what has 
already weathered enough to last.

In Traverse City, salvage often 
begins after the season ends. Chairs 
are stacked behind closed ice cream 
stands. Handwritten signs fade on 
storefront windows. Orchards go quiet, 
their ladders leaned back into the trees 
as if to rest. The town knows how to 
stand down without collapsing. It has 
practiced this.

Not everything makes it through 
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winter. Some things were never meant 
to. The work is learning the difference.

I grew up watching that discernment 
happen almost without comment. 
What was broken beyond use was set 
aside without ceremony. What could 
be mended was brought inside, given 
time, fixed when the weather allowed. 
There was no shame in letting go and 
no urgency in repair. Both required the 
same clear-eyed attention.

The land insists on this kind of 
choosing. Sand dunes shift no matter 
how carefully you climb them. Snow 
erases paths overnight. Roads buckle 
and reappear slightly altered in spring. 
You learn quickly that holding on to 
everything is not strength. It is weight. 
A life cannot be built by carrying what 
no longer bears load.

Salvage, then, is also refusal. It is the 
quiet decision not to reuse what will 
fail you again. Not every story, habit, or 
inheritance survives the test of weather. 
This is not loss so much as calibration—

an understanding that usefulness is not 
sentimental and that care sometimes 
means setting a thing down.

What carries forward from Traverse 
City is not the surface—tourist 
summers, cherry festivals, postcard 
light—but the underlying practice: pay 
attention, trust what endures, release 
what does not. The craft is in the 
choosing. The life takes its shape from 
that discipline, again and again.

By the time the work is done, the 
object rarely looks new. The repair 
shows. A board is darker where it has 
been joined. A hinge sits slightly off true. 
The thing carries its history forward not 
as decoration, but as proof that it has 
been handled with care.

In Traverse City, winter light flattens 
everything it touches. It slips across 
empty lots and closed stands, finds its 
way into barns and basements where 
the real work happens. This is the light 
under which repairs are made—not the 
bright insistence of summer, but the 

Hinge

It is not new.

It turns because it has learned how.

The metal darkened where hands

found it again and again.

The screws do not match.

One leans. One holds.

When the door moves,

the sound is a small permission—

not silence, but enough.

Nothing here is hidden.

The bend remains.

The weight remains.

Still, it opens.

Still, it closes.

steady illumination that allows you to 
see what still aligns and what does not.

A life assembled this way is not 
seamless. It is built from pieces that 
have already endured weather, already 
proven their usefulness. Some parts fit 
easily. Others require adjustment. You 
learn to work with what resists, to let 
go of what will not hold, to trust the 
strength of what remains.

Craft, in the end, is not mastery. It is 
attention, applied again and again. It is 
the willingness to stay with a thing long 
enough to understand its limits and the 
patience to make something livable 
from what is already in your hands.

What stands is not perfect. It is 
sound. It opens and closes. It keeps out 
the cold. That is enough. 
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