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Home Safety First

From a prudent living perspective, safety trumps 
recklessness every time. And since most accidents 
happen in the home, several of the articles in this 
issue focus on safety at home. 

Many building codes have been developed 
through the years to keep bad things that used 
to happen from happening today. For instance, 
in “olden times” when many people heated with 
wood, chimney fires sometimes happened when 
everyone was asleep, and a whole family could 
be lost. Today, smoke alarms are required in new 
construction, and they save lives by providing an 
unmistakable early warning that there’s a problem. 

If you don’t have a smoke alarm on each level of 
your home, stop what you’re doing and go obtain 
and install some good ones. And don’t skimp on 
this purchase. Purchase the best units you can af-
ford. After all, what is the value of a human life?

Our founder takes a deep dive into that question 
as it relates to codes in this issue, sharing some in-
sights gleaned from more than forty years in con-
struction. As it turns out, the value of a human 
life seems to be less in Europe than in the USA. 
You’ll have to read the article to find out why.

In “Down the Up Staircase,” you’ll see how a 
dangerous old staircase became the centerpiece of 
a farmhouse built in 1870, through the combina-
tion of the occupants’ dreams and the creativity of 
Prudent Living Inc. This story will help you imag-
ine what you could do in your own home to make 
it not only safer but also more energy-efficient and 
beauteous. 

In “On the Home Front” you’ll learn about why 
you should think twice (or more) about buying 
those seed packets that promise to produce amaz-
ing things in your garden this summer. Nancy 
Wolff explains why planting “heirloom” varieties is 
safer in the long run.

You’ll enjoy the other articles, also, because they’re 
not GMOs! Just good old garden variety stuff.

First signs of Spring in a 

Vermont sugarbush.
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What’s New & What’s News

Interview with the diorama’s primary imagineer 

New Cityscape Addition Comes 
to the Prudent Living Train 

PLI Magazine: You recently upgraded the already 
extremely detailed diorama available free to the public 
at LaValley Building Supply in West Lebanon, NH. 
What changes were made? 

Paul Biebel: From the beginning, when I conceived 
and began to design the original display, I wanted 
to promote the theme “How America Makes Energy 
and How We Use It.” At first we stayed within the 
confines of rural America. I always wanted to include 
a “cityscape,” but just couldn’t figure out how to do it 
within the space that we had. A few months after the 
first display was completed, it occurred to me that we 
could do it by using an 8 foot high by 33 feet long, hi-
definition mural of the New York City (NYC) skyline 
for a backdrop with a 20 inch-wide bench for the 
trains and scenery along a corridor wall. At both ends 
of the skyline mural, where we had a little more space 
to work with, we created a turnaround loop so the 
three trains could travel in both directions and imitate 
subways, trolleys, and the elevated systems that we 
see in many of our cities. I also had fun breaking a 
few rules like locating the Pennsylvania Station in 
NYC. I don’t know why I like doing that kind of 
thing, but I just do. Perhaps it’s “artist’s license in 
me” to see if anyone notices. Oh yeah, “King Kong” 

and “Godzilla” also have a little fun of their own 
while “The Joker” laments from behind bars about his 
frivolous approach to consuming energy. He’s located 
on a billboard that says “The joke was on me, you 
don’t need to be a prisoner to high energy costs!” 

PLI Magazine: Why did you feel this upgrade was 
necessary?

Paul Biebel: A missing element (and a big one) of 
how we use energy in America involves our nation’s 
metropolitan areas. At first glance, one is tempted 
to blame our cities for being our biggest energy pigs 
and patting ourselves on the back for living quiet 
and simple lives in the country. That’s true and 
false at the same time. It’s true because most of our 
nation’s consumption of energy occurs in our cities. 
But what most people don’t know is that our cities 
are also the most efficient consumers of energy when 
you divide the amount of energy consumed by the 
number of people consuming it (i.e. per capita energy 
consumption). For example, NYC is considered to be 
one of the most energy efficient cities in the world. By 
comparison, rural areas consume a lot more energy 

Subways, trolleys, and elevated systems 

are modeled next to a 33-foot-long 

mural of New York City.

The Prudent Express passes through the new cityscape 

addition to the Prudent Living Train diorama.

Find national landmarks and movie monster highlights.
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“Very exciting. Fun for the kids and adults and very 
educational at the same time. A lot of detail. Love it. 
Great place to bring the grandkids.” – C. Austin

Prudent Living Magazine is published online quarterly 
with articles ranging from news of our renewable energy 
installs to gardening tips to financial advice; it’s all here, 
and it’s all free. Sign up to receive the next issue online.

The Prudent Living Newsletter is sent out every other 
week with updates from our blogs, deals from Prudent 
Living Market, and a featured article from the magazine.

Follow our On the Home Front blog posts through the 
week as Nancy Wolff shares topics that include reviews 
of Prudent Living Market items, living frugally, organic 
gardening, pantry management, and delicious recipes.

The Weekly Tip features Jebediah Forethought, our 
“professor of prudence,” who relays a valuable tip to 
you from a member of the Prudent Living team.

Prudent Living Market is an online retailer offering 
products that encourage a prudent way of life. We are 
dedicated to finding products that help people reconnect 
to a lifestyle of self-reliance and independence.

Visit PrudentLiving.com to sign up for these valuable resources

Visit the Prudent Living Model Train display at

LaValley Building Supply in West Lebanon, NH.

What’s New & What’s News    (continued)

per capita than densely populated cities like NYC. 
One reason is that 75 percent of NYC residents do not 
own a vehicle. They choose to either walk or ride mass 
transit to get to their destinations. In the countryside, 
by contrast, many family units have three or more 
vehicles running the roads for very long distances 
every day; and not very efficiently, either. I remember 
when we used to taxi our children back and forth to 
school – about 25 miles each way – often three times 
a day and close to 50,000 miles per year just on one 
vehicle. I don’t think we were the only ones. 

PLI Magazine: What do these changes add to the 
display’s message?

Paul Biebel: The diorama now represents a much 
more comprehensive view of the challenges that face 
our nation’s collective energy needs, while providing 
solutions for us as individuals. 

PLI Magazine: How can people use this display as an 
educational experience for their kids or their students 
or even for other purposes?

Paul Biebel: We have included data for comparing 
the amount of kilowatts of energy used per day by 
NYC to the daily energy consumption in Vermont 
and New Hampshire. We also include information 

about Net Zero homes, which generate as much 
energy as they consume, the point being that the 
technology already exists for individual homeowners 
to build houses that essentially use no energy at all. 
Now that’s quite a contrast! 

As we wrapped up the modeling and construction of 
the display, we double checked our facts for accuracy. 
We acquired most of our information from several 
online sources. One especially helpful source was the 
website of the US Energy Information Administration 
(EIA) – “Statistics and Analysis” at www.eia.gov. 
There we found charts and data for daily and annual 
kilowatt consumption of all fifty states. Since we 
finished the cityscape upgrade, the public viewer 
traffic has increased dramatically. It’s very fulfilling 
to observe homeschoolers come with their notebooks. 
As word has gotten out, the display has been visited 
by local utility companies, and it is starting to get 
visits from local energy committees. I look forward 
to offering our energy awareness workshops in the 
coming months and will be holding them at various 
times in the conference room adjacent to the display. 
This is where we can introduce ourselves to our 
neighbors. We look forward to becoming their trusted 
source of answers to energy related questions. 

The new cityscape portion of the Prudent Living Train diorama rises 

behind Main Street USA and the Prudent Living Homes Community.
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Northwest Washington’s Skagit Valley comes 

alive with brilliant color each Spring.
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Spring tranquility 

on the trail in the 

Bloedel Reserve, 

Bainbridge Island, 

Washington.
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What Is The Value of a Human Life?
Reflections on Forty Years of Building Codes

by Paul Biebel, Founder and President, Prudent Living, Inc.

Forty-three years ago, when I was just starting to learn different facets 
of the building trade, I worked as an unofficial apprentice to a licensed 
electrician in his eighties who had been around since the days of Edison 
– at least it seemed so. Back in those days, a really creative person could 
rewire an entire building with a few rolls of electrician’s tape, a screwdriver, 
and a good jackknife and still be within the “code.” As far as I know, none 
of the buildings he rewired this way burned down.

Within a couple years, I decided that I wanted to pursue a career in 
Building Construction and by God’s grace I was hired by one of the best 
Custom Home builders in our area. He did almost everything “in house.” I 
stayed with this company for about five years before going out on my own. 
During that time I was blessed with opportunities to work on just about 
every trade there is in construction. That was then. Times have changed. 
Today, there are so many codes and regulations that most tradesmen 
are limited to only a few specialties because it’s just too cumbersome to 
maintain all the safety and training and documentation that each specialty 
requires. 

There’s a sadness to one side of the story in that we are forcing ourselves 
away from the kind of “general practitioning” that helps to keep costs 
down; especially with “day work.” For example, there was a time when 
I could remove some sheetrock and studs, move some plumbing and a 
little bit of wiring, add a light and a switch, reinstall some framing and 
sheetrock, install a shower with the faucets and drains, tape the sheetrock 
and paint it, and finish a small bathroom remodeling job by laying the new 
flooring on my way out the door; all in two days. Our clients liked that a 
lot, but “Not anymore!” Because of codes and regulations, a small project 
like that would take at least two weeks longer and likely double or triple the 
cost. By law, we can’t even think about saving a poor widow some money 
by doing all the work ourselves. 

I must admit that when I consider building codes – a topic that comes up 
regularly in our line of work – it feels like a “Catch 22.” We want homes 
that are both affordable and safe but we’ve taught ourselves that only 
specialists can do the work of each trade and that any violation of a code 
can be grounds for litigation, large fines and criminal prosecution. So the 
code of the day is the rule of the day and we simply back off with our own 
opinions and comply. Affordability is always a primary concern for the 
customer and compliance with code requirements is usually the culprit 

Prudent Living - Because it’s Time

Paul Biebel is the founder and 
visionary for Prudent Living Inc. He 
has also served as President and CEO 
of Biebel Builders, Inc, a company 
that has been designing and building 
high quality homes since 1976. Since 
the turn of the century, with the 
advent of emerging new technologies, 
his interests have directed him toward 
helping his customers make sound 
and prudent investments into many 
areas of their lives and also to the 
homes they live in. This passion has 
evolved into his newest venture – 
Prudent Living, a company that offers 
products and services that support a 
more prudent way of life.

Bob and Dale Cunningham loved their old rustic 
cottage on the west shore of Rocky Bound Pond, 
where summering was charming but wintering was 
out of the question. Also out of the question was 
trying to upgrade the old place so they could live there 
year-round. So they replaced their drafty cabin with a 
new, two-story energy-efficient home using the same 
“footprint” area and a geothermal system for heating 
and cooling.

“We are 100 percent happy with our new home. If we had 
it to do all over again, we would do it the exact same way.”

– Bob and Dale Cunningham

Style: 

Adirondack Lakeside 

Cabin

Location:

Croydon, NH

Design-Build:

Prudent Living, Inc.

3189 US Rt 5 South

Windsor, VT 05089

866-924-3235

Square footage/conditioned area: 1980

HERS index pre-renewables: 42

Estimated annual heating, cooling,

hot water, and electric costs: $663

Building shell features

R-Value vaulted ceiling: 43

R-value walls: 34

R-Value foundation walls: 20

R-Value slab: 10

ACH50: 1.94

Mechanical system

Heating: Geothermal

DESIGNERS & BUILDERS OF:

NET-ZERO HOMES

HIGH PERFORMANCE HOMES

GRID-TIED & OFF-GRID HOMES
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when killing a job prospect. When discussing options 
and the ramification of additional cost to bring 
something up to current code, the conversation often 
ends with the question from a code enforcer, “What is 
the value of a human life?” 

It’s a good question to which there’s no good answer 
in today’s relativistic climate. For example, we might 
hear of some exorbitantly high payment resulting 
from a wrongful death lawsuit of a famous person, 
while we hear little more than a whimper of sympathy 
for a homeless person who froze to death in some back 
alley in Boston. 

Nonetheless, during my lengthy career as a General 
Contractor, I’ve heard this unanswerable question 
asked more than any other; not just from my clients. 
Sometimes, when it’s being asked, it even sounds like 
an accusation coming from skeptical zoning board 
members or local residents, whose implication is 

that I just want to line my own pockets at the risk of 
others. Ironically, even as I listen to orations by these 
so-called concerned citizens, I’m reminded that the 
homes they inhabit were “grandfathered in” when 
these codes were passed; therefore, exempt from them. 
It doesn’t occur to them that when they apply their 
same logic to their own situation, their not-to-code 
home has severely reduced the value of their own life 
in comparison to others who inhabit a brand new and 
compliant home just across the street from them. 

 I am often asked, “Why are there so many codes? 
Who thinks some of this stuff up and how thick will 
the code books become before we get it right?” It 
seems like a reasonable question, because its answer 
affects another question: “Why do we force people 
to spend twice as much as they need to in order to 
comply with the code when most people can’t make 
ends meet now?” The answer offered is simple, and 
always the same: “To protect human life.” End of 
discussion.

For example, a commonly asked question is, “Why are 
there so many outlets in a house and why can’t they be 
more than six feet from any other outlet in a house?” 
Answer: “To minimize the number of extension cords, 
because one caused a fire somewhere.” Or, “Why are 
so many expensive ground fault breakers required?” 
Answer: “To eliminate risk of deadly shock because 
there are so many outlets.” Catch 22. So here’s an 
alternate solution to consider: Why not design a home 
with rooms that are seventy-one inches square? That 
might work in China but what about kitchens? In 
kitchens, the maximum distance from an appliance to 
an outlet is only two feet. Uh Oh!

During several visits to Europe in the 1980s and 
1990s, I observed in a fairly new housing development 
in Germany that there were only two outlets per room 
By using the number of outlets per room as a baseline 
formula for determining the value of human life, I 
determined that the value of human life is much lower 
in Europe than it is in America, say 50-80 percent 
lower. I didn’t consult with any Europeans about this 
mystery, mind you. So I don’t know if it’s true, but 
knowing how my mind thinks, I realized that this one 

Prudent Living - Because it’s Time (continued) fact might explain their bloody history. IF ONLY they 
had more outlets! Thinking I was on to something, 
I took the matter a notch higher. Perhaps the answer 
to World Peace is “more outlets!” Could it be that 
simple?

There’s some truth to the saying: “Things were a lot 
better around here before codes improved them.” 
For example, in certain communities where there’s a 
building inspector, a furnace repair can cost your life’s 
savings. Of course, that’s not as important as your life 
itself. 

Here’s a true story: A furnace and water heater have 
been using the same flue for forty years with zero 
problems. The owner wants to replace the furnace and 
water heater with high-performance “Energy Star” 
equipment. Both of them burn significantly less fuel 
than the old ones. However, there’s a glitch that holds 
things up. The current code requires that there must 
be a separate flue for each device when the system is 
upgraded. There is no place to add a second flue that 
meets the code. For months, while the owner is living 
with temporary heaters, a debate continues between 
building inspectors, the fire chief, the owner’s lawyer, 
and the owner. “Shouldn’t the owner be free to do 
whatever he wants to do with his own house?” the 
owner asks. His lawyer says, “No problem, as long 
as you don’t ever sell it.” The owner says that a new 
chimney will cost a fortune; twice the cost of a new 
furnace and water heater. The fire chief, who was just 
waiting for the question, quickly responds by asking, 
“What’s the value of a human life?” The building 
inspector goes by the book. He has to. He can’t violate 
the rules he must abide by, regardless how much he 
may wish to do so. When the insurance company 
becomes aware of the issue, it threatens to cancel 
the policy on the house if the upgrade is not made 
according to code. The owner is cornered and when 
he gets the estimate for complying with code, he dies 
of heart failure before the issue is resolved. This story 
is true; except for the dying part. But the truth is that 
he will die of old age long before he ever sees a return 
on his energy saving investment. Did somebody also 
point out that his house was built before 1978 and is 
loaded with lead paint? 

Am I condemning all codes? No way. Many 
“centsible” codes cost nothing to implement and a 
smart builder knows that codes can be his friend. 

Don’t even think 

about venting your 

new furnace and water 

heater through this 

chimney, even though the 

old ones have been using it 

for forty years.
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For a High Performance Home Tour Call 866-924-3235

 Minimum: Energy Star 3 Inspected and certified 

 Max: Net-Zero House makes as much energy as it consumes

 Net-Metered Solar PV  Solar Panels send power directly to Grid

 Bi-Modal Solar PV Solar Panels send power to Battery Backup and also to Grid

 Off Grid Solar Panels send power to Batteries - “not connected to Grid”

• Certified Building Energy Practitioners 

   - Energy Star Partner

   - Net Zero Builders

   - NABCEP (Solar)

   - BPI (Building Performance Institute)

High Performance Homes

High Performance Options:

•  Certified Installers for: Solar PV, Geothermal   

  and Emergency Generators

•  Custom Designed to Your Preference

•  Hundreds of Homes Built

  Since 1976 

All High

Performance

Homes Come With: 

“Test Out” using Blower Door 

with full written report.

One year supply of

emergency food for

a family of two.

Prudent Living - Because it’s Time (continued)

They protect him and I need all the protection I can 
get. So I go by the code book. I’ve also learned to 
refrain from using my own logic and reason when it 
comes to interpreting codes. When two codes collide, 
(and this happens a lot) I just choose the stricter of the 
two and I show no remorse or sympathy to my client. 
All I can say is that “I must comply.” What’s the 
point in caring? It hurts too much and when I do, I’m 
tempted to try to find affordable solutions for them 
that will probably bend some code somewhere and 
put me at risk. When the inspector asks, the owner 
will just point at me and say “He said it was alright!” 
With all the best intentions and with full concern for 
my client’s wallet, I used to do that a very long time 
ago but I don’t any more. I have learned to value that 
piece of paper in my file that says my work has been 
inspected and found to be in compliance. Besides, I 
hate fire, carbon monoxide, and people falling down 
stairs, as much as anyone. (No matter whose fault it is.) 

Somewhere out there in “code-land,” somebody is 
sitting in a room with a codebook and he’s already 
editing it and updating it and making it thicker so we 
have to keep purchasing them. When he gets bored 
with one category of codes, he’ll pick up another one 
and play some more. 

If you asked me how much I value human life I’d say 
that if my child needed medical treatment that would 
cost $20,000, or $200,000, or $2,000,000, I would 
do it, without a second thought, even if I didn’t have 
the money or the insurance. Why? I can’t put a value 
on the life of my children. That’s because I consider 
them to be priceless. That I know, for sure.

I also know that the making of codes will never end, 
and although some of them are logical and reasonable 
and some are not, in the end both the builder and his 
clients have to live with them, so we might as well 
make the best of it.

Spring cherry blossoms accent Broad Street in Guilford, Connecticut.
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Down the Up Staircase

Down the Up Staircase
How an Eyesore Became a Centerpiece

When Tom and 
Sarah purchased 
an 1870 farmhouse 
and barn in West 
Windsor, Vermont, 
in 2003, their 
farm was already 
famous. For 

example, they were told by several locals that “Good 
Morning, America” had once used the barn as a 
backdrop for one of their programs. And a 500-piece 
RoseArt Encore! jigsaw puzzle depicted their farm in 
winter with nearly frozen brook in the foreground. 

“When we first moved into the house people would 
stop by and give us their puzzles,” Sarah said. “It was 
a heartwarming experience!” 

Their hearts warmed, the young couple set about 
learning how best to warm the house, itself, in the 
sometimes bitter Vermont winters, and otherwise 
use it most efficiently. From the outset, this was a 
challenge partly because of the way the house had 
been made – apparently without much concern for 
the flow of traffic, or the relative size of some of the 
rooms. And no attention at all was paid to “the code,” 
because there wasn’t any in those days.

For example, what we would call the “master 
bedroom” wasn’t a whole lot bigger than the 
pantry (see the “before” diagram), with the rather 
inconvenient result that the new owners’ queen-sized 
bed took up so much of the available space that when 
they wanted to retire for the night, they had to wiggle 
their way into the room between one bedpost and the 
hallway door that opened into the bedroom and then 
only about half way. While it’s one thing to put up 
with such inconvenience just to get into your dream 

home, it’s another to live with it any 
longer than you must. 

“When we first moved into the 
house, we made the house livable 
with the help of some family and 
friends, and started saving what 
we could over the next few years, 
and until we had enough we 
brainstormed about how to improve 
the layout, how to make the stairs 
safe, how to circulate heat more 
efficiently in the winter, and how we 
would like to fix up the downstairs 
bathroom. It was a little like putting 
together a jigsaw puzzle, only the 
pieces were bigger,” they said.

When that time finally came to make 
the improvements, Tom and Sarah 
discussed their hopes and dreams for 
renovating their homestead with Tim 
Biebel, Vice President of Prudent 
Living, Inc., who helped them step 
back and consider the bigger picture. 
“At first we discussed the stairs 
and how they were an accident just 
waiting to happen,” Biebel recalled. 
“They were as steep as they come 
(actually they don’t come that way 
anymore!). The treads were irregular 
and some weren’t even seven inches 
deep. The risers were irregular in 
height. And there wasn’t a landing at 
either the top or the bottom. It was 
amazing to think that people had 
been going down the up staircase 
for more than 130 years, apparently 
without any major injuries.”

In spite of the stairs’ apparently clean 
record, Tom and Sarah wanted them 
to be safer for the sake of their kids. 
But after examining the space and 
options available, Biebel’s diagnosis 
was that replacing the stairs with 
something safer would require far 
more than just replacing them with 
another set in the same place, in 
which case they might qualify to be 

Smoke & Carbon
Monoxide Alarms

by Matt Smith 

When retrofitting a house I always try to 
convince the customer to bring as many 
areas of the electrical system up to code 
as possible, even if some of them are not 
in areas where we are performing work. 
Smoke alarms and carbon monoxide 
alarms are not the place to cut corners, 
so here are some basic items to consider:

• Smoke/carbon monoxide alarms can  
 be hardwired or wirelessly connected  
 together, but each one is required to   
 have a 120v feed with battery back up.

• Smoke detectors are required in each  
 bedroom and an additional smoke   
 alarm is required outside of the   
 sleeping rooms.

• Carbon monoxide detectors are required outside the sleeping  
 rooms, but we always install one on every level of the house:  
 Better safe than sorry!

• If you rent out part or all of your home you are required to bring  
 the smoke/carbon monoxide alarms up to code.

What you need to know about Carbon Monoxide: 
Carbon Monoxide (CO) is dangerous because it bonds strongly to 
the hemoglobin in your blood whereas oxygen binds loosely. Simply 
put, the oxygen binds loosely so it can be released as needed but 
once the CO attaches to the hemoglobin it won’t let go and takes 
up available space that the oxygen needs. Over time your blood will 
lose its ability to transport oxygen and you will suffocate.

Why Carbon Monoxide detectors are required in 
buildings: Most buildings have heating appliances that require a 
combustible gas like propane, heating oil, or natural gas to provide 
heat for the building. The combustion that takes place is incomplete 
and a byproduct of that is Carbon Monoxide. These appliances are 
installed with vents (usually) to carry the CO outside where it can 
dissipate, but when the CO does not vent properly it can build up 
within the building. Water heaters, gas clothes dryers, and cook 
stoves are other common appliances that use a combustible gas. CO 
is a scary gas because it has no color or odor. Make sure your house 
has at least one detector and that it is working properly.

Before 

Renovations

After  

Renovations
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Down the Up Staircase      (continued)

“grandfathered” in terms of the 
codes. 

“Because of the way the second 
floor is laid out,” he explained, 
“the stairs have to end up in the 
same place as they do now. But 
there’s not enough room to bring a 
safe straight set of stairs down the 
way they are now. It’s too steep, 
and there’s not enough space at top 
or bottom. So we’re going to have 
to use some space from downstairs 
to make it work.” (See the sketch 
of the floor plan as it was.)

How can we do that? Sarah 
wondered. There’s hardly room to 
turn around down here.

Anticipating the thought, Biebel 
continued. “If we change the 

stairs, we’re going to have to dig 
into that exterior wall. And if we 
dig into the wall, we’re going to 
have to bring everything up to 
the current building and energy 
codes. I know from your list of 
improvements that this factor 
will stretch your budget if we do 
everything.”

Tom looked at Sarah, who clearly 
shared his sentiment, “Then let’s 
do what we can. Let’s make the 
most of it. We sure don’t want to 
do this more than once, or a little 
at a time, if we can avoid it.”

“I have your current floor plan, 
and some ideas I need to discuss 
with Dad (referring to Paul Biebel, 
President of Prudent Living Inc. 
and the main company expert 

in computer aided design). Let’s 
pool our creativity and experience 
and see what we come up with. 
Sometimes that means starting 
with the floor plan of just your 
exterior walls on an otherwise 
blank sheet of paper. We know 
where the stairs have to go, but the 
rest can be changed.”

So Tom and Sarah envisioned 
what they’d do if they were 
starting from scratch, and the 
Biebels pooled their knowledge 
of older northern New England 
construction, which enabled them 
to anticipate what would need to 
be done, and then the builders and 
clients compared sketches, shared 
ideas, and compared sketches 
again, until the proposed changes 

accomplished most of the clients’ 
wishes while keeping the project 
within their budget, too.

“One of the advantages of working 
with us,” Paul Biebel said, “is that 
we can keep the entire design in 
house, reducing customer cost 
immensely. There are always 
changes, and changes to the 
changes, until everyone is satisfied, 
and these late amendments can 
kill your budget if you’re working 
with someone who feels obligated 
to charge you every time you 
remember even some little thing 
that’s still on your wish list.”

Before the renovation, the house 
was very drafty, owing to late 
1800s’ construction methods that 
had installed no insulation in the 
walls or the crawlspaces of the 
old cape style house. “Opening 
up the stairwell wall allowed us 
to access a few of the crawlspaces 

and to add some insulation to the 
exterior walls of the stairwell area. 
We chose closed cell spray foam 
insulation because of its air-sealing 
capabilities in the cavities we could 
access. As a result we were able to 
tighten the house by 14 percent,” 
Tim Biebel added. 

When it was time to launch the 
project, the clients moved out 
and the renovators moved in, 
completing the entire project in 
less than three weeks. In addition 
to the insulation work mentioned 
already, the improvements 
involved rearranging much of 
the main floor. (See the sketch 
of the finished downstairs floor 
plan). “We brought it up to codes, 
including installing fire and 
carbon monoxide alarms,” Tim 
Biebel said. (See the sidebars.) 
“And the staircase was transformed 
from an anxiety producing eyesore 

into a heartwarming centerpiece of 
a much more comfortable home.”

Tom and Sarah agree. “We are 
so happy with how the project 
turned out,” they said. “The crew 
did an amazing job. We now have 
an open living space downstairs 
that includes a dining and family 
area, and a master bedroom with 
a full bath and walk in closet, new 
wide-plank Eastern Pine floors, 
and a house layout that flows more 
naturally, with the heat being 
distributed much more efficiently, 
both downstairs and upstairs,” 
they added. 

“The transformation of the stairs is 
incredible. They really open up the 
house now. We no longer worry 
about our family or friends getting 
hurt on them. And watching the 
kids come down the stairs on 
Christmas morning was a dream 
come true.” 

First day of renovation before the 

old staircase is demolished.

An eyesore becomes 

the centerpiece.
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Safety On The Home Front

by Nancy Wolff

When I was asked to write an article on Safety my mind started to go in all 
different directions. Should I write about the safety of using homemade cleaning 
products versus store bought? Of the importance of keeping the prongs of a 
garden rake pointed downwards when you garden? Or should I talk about the 
safety involved when preserving your garden harvest? All of these topics are 
important; however, after much thought I decided what was most important was 
thinking about what you are eating and growing in your garden!

Where are your seeds or vegetable plants coming from? Are you growing hybrids 
or heirloom plants? You may not think it matters, that a tomato is just a tomato. 
But these things are important and should be considered when planting your 
vegetable garden.

Heirloom vegetables 
are not some special 
species of plants. The 
term heirloom is used 
to describe any type 
of vegetable seed that 
has been saved and 
grown for a period of 
years and is passed 
down by the gardener 
that preserved it. To be 
capable of being saved, 
all heirloom seeds must 
be open pollinated. 
What this means is that 
the plant is capable of 
producing seeds that 
will produce seedlings 
exactly like the parent 
plant.

Hybrid vegetables are 
plants that have been 
created to have the 
best features of both 
parents. Seeds from 
these plants will not 
produce seedlings with 
the identical qualities.

Hybrid plants are not bad and should not be confused 
with genetically modified plants. GMOs, according 
to About.com’s Biotech Guide, can be any plant, 
animal or microorganism, which has been genetically 
altered using molecular genetics techniques such as 
gene cloning and protein engineering. Plants like corn 
that has the pesticide Bt engineered into its genetic 
makeup to make it resistant to certain pests are GMO 
crops. Bt is a natural pesticide, but it would never 
naturally find its way into corn seed.

I want to encourage you to avoid any foods that 
might contain genetically engineered ingredients. 
Evidence continues to emerge about the dangers 
to human and animal health from these foods and 
feeds. The risks of contamination of non-GMO crops 
are already widely known. Contrary to industry 
claims, herbicide application has increased with the 
introduction of GMO crops, leading to the predicted 
rise in glyphosate resistant weeds. Read all your food 
labels carefully. If corn, soy, cottonseed, or canola or 
any of their byproducts are listed, and the food is not 
certified organic, simply don’t buy it. Best of all, grow 
your own food and or get as much of your food from 
a farmer you know.

As the number of seed varieties diminishes each 
year in the seed catalogs our only option is to grow 
heirloom plants so that we can save our own seeds … 
or to purchase seeds from a local seed saver. Heirloom 
varieties have exceptional taste and are often more 
nutritious than newer varieties. When you select 
and save seeds from the most successful heirloom 
vegetables from your garden, the more reliable those 
vegetables will become year after year. Not only do 
you get a better, locally adapted strain of a variety 
when you save you own seed, you also save money 
because you don’t have to purchase new seeds every 
year, as is the case with hybrids. Heirloom varieties 
are less uniform than hybrids, which mean they often 
don’t all ripen at once. This is a great advantage to the 
home gardener. You will be able to enjoy your harvest 
over a longer period of time.

As our society has become addicted to produce that 
is inexpensive and uniform in appearance, fewer and 

fewer varieties of edible plants are eaten by people 
today. We are eating only a few kinds of vegetables, 
fruits, and cereal grains.

So when I think of Safety On the Home Front I 
think about what is growing in my garden and how 
that plant will taste and how it will affect my health 
and the health of my family. I want to have a large 
variety of plants in my garden. The loss of genetic seed 
diversity facing us today may lead to a catastrophe 
far beyond our imagining. I want to insure that I can 
continue to grow healthy organic vegetables and enjoy 
a bountiful harvest.

Nancy Wolff lives in Vermont. 
She has been gardening for the 
last 30 years. She has completed 
both the Master Gardener 
and the Master Composter 
programs offered through the 
state extension bureaus. She is 
interested in providing delicious, 
nutritious, chemical-free food 
for her family. She gardens 
organically, and what food is 
not consumed immediately she 
tries to preserve to be enjoyed 
later. She loves walking into her 
pantry and seeing shelves filled 
with the garden’s bounty!

Join On the Home Front blog 
postings Mondays through 
Fridays for more from Nancy.

homefront.prudentliving.com

On the Home Front

Heirloom seed packets from a local seed saver.

Tomato seedlings off to a strong start.

A wholesome bounty ready to enjoy.
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Adventures of Jeb & Huey

by Nathan Biebel

The old pickup truck belonging to Jebediah 
Forethought kicked up dust behind it as it rumbled 
along the dirt road that served as a shortcut home. 
The shortcut brought him by the property of Huey 
Hindsight, which gave Jeb a chance to look in on 
Huey and make sure he hadn’t killed himself with 
another hair-brained scheme. 

As it happened, today Huey wasn’t dead, but he was 
outside his house with a hammer holding up what 
looked like two pieces of scrap lumber in the shape 
of a plus sign. There were several of these plus signs 
nailed up all along Huey’s house, particularly under 
the windows. Jeb blinked and pushed his glasses up 
on his nose before he slowed down and made the turn 
into Huey’s driveway. Huey looked over his shoulder 
and gave a wave of his hammer, a couple of nails 
sticking out of his mouth. He went immediately back 
to striking the nail into the center of the plus sign.

“Huey, why are you putting plus signs all over your 
house?” Jeb asked as he got out of his truck and 
wandered around to see what Huey was up to.

Huey didn’t look away from his work, he just 
answered through lips still holding the nails. “I’m 
makin’ va housh sshafe,” he said and finished putting 
up the plus sign before taking the nails out of his 

mouth. “I’m hanging crosses to protect me.”

Huey tossed the hammer on the ground at his feet 
and turned to face Jeb, pulling a hankie out of his 
pocket and wiping his sweaty brow. Jeb’s eyebrows 
went up and together with a look of surprise. “You’re 
turning religious all of a sudden?” He asked and 
looked at the plus signs. “Those, don’t look much like 
crosses Huey.”

Huey scowled and said, “Make fun if you want, 
but I’ll be the one laughing when your house gets 
invaded.” He stuffed the hankie back in his pocket 
where there was a piece of wood sticking up and it 
had been filed down to a fine point like a two foot 
long spear. A rich aroma was drifting into Jeb’s 
olfactories and it was coming from Huey.

“Is that garlic? Why do you smell like garlic?” He said 
coughing and stepping back before his eyes started to 
water.

Huey bent over and retrieved his hammer and two 
more pieces of wood. “Yep, all part of the protection.”

Jeb blinked and stared at Huey for a long moment, 
piecing together the strange logic. “Huey, crosses...a 
wooden stake in your pocket...garlic? Did you watch 
those silly teenage drama films again?”

Huey scowled, “That was one time!” he proclaimed 
and grumbled, moving off toward the next window. 
“This time it wasn’t a movie, it was the news and the 
Internet. But not some blogger’s site, legitimate news!” 
he said, waving his hammer around. “They finally 
admitted what I’ve been saying all along! Vampires!” 
He cried. 

Jeb stumbled and nearly fell over, “What are you 
talking about?!” 

Huey grumbled and pointed his hammer at Jeb, “I 
told you. I told you some day someone would figure 
it out. I told you there were monsters out there! And 
these ones are even worse! They’re electronic vampires, 
Jeb. The worst kind!”

Jeb’s mouth opened and closed and then opened 

again, a look of complete shock on his face. 
“Electronic vampires? Huey, did you switch 
medication this week?” 

Huey grunted, “No. Well, yes, but that’s not what’s 
causing this!” He muttered and started pounding a 
nail through the plus sign under the next window of 
the house, “News says they’re everywhere. Laptops, 
lamps, computers, alarm clocks, microwaves, 
televisions! Everywhere! They’re sucking people dry! 
That’s a direct quote.”

Jeb’s lips slowly turned up into a big toothy grin. 
“Huey, do you mean you read about vampire 
electronics?” 

“Yes! That’s them! You’ve heard of them and you 
didn’t tell me?!”

“I’ve heard of them, but I think you should probably 
put your hammer down and read the rest of those 
articles.” Jeb laughed shaking his head, “Plus signs. 
Really, Huey?”

“Crosses,” glared Huey. “And what are you talking 
about?”

“Well, a vampire electronic is something that uses 
electricity even when it’s turned off. Alarm clocks 
and microwaves use a little trickle of electricity to run 
things like their digital displays, laptop chargers suck 
energy out of the wall because of how the mechanism 

Cartoons by Bill Orr
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Adventures of Jeb & Huey    (continued)

This is absolutely fantastic! Not only do I want to bring my grandchildren, 

but I teach at a local elementary school. I want to put it out to our school 

community to come and see. Well done!” – G. White

Visit the Prudent Living Model Train display at

LaValley Building Supply in West Lebanon, NH.

Like us on Facebook,
  Follow us on Twitter
   and Watch us on Youtube!

inside works, that’s why they’re always warm when 
they’re plugged in. Televisions too, same with DVD 
players. Some lamps do that as well. It’s not a lot of 
electricity, but there is a bit going through. They’re 
always sucking electricity through them, hence 
vampire electronics.”

Huey stopped in mid-swing of his hammer, “Wait, 
they weren’t talking about supernatural creatures that 
suck the life out of unsuspecting horror film flunkies?”

“Nope, they were talking about your wallet. I did the 
calculation one time and figured out that with all the 
stuff I had in my house I was spending about $80 a 
year when I wasn’t even home or using these things.”

“Really? That’s a lotta money. Heck, that’s almost a 
month’s electric bill for me!” said Huey.

“I know! That’s when I started hooking things up 
to power strips and cutting off the power to them at 
night or when I’m headed out. You can’t get rid of 
them all, of course. After all, it doesn’t make sense to 
cut the power to your alarm clock or microwave, but 
if you’re leaving for a couple days then you’ll want 
to unplug everything. You’ll save a lot more than 
you think. And make sure your computer and TV 
get unplugged! They’re the easiest ones to take care 
of, just stick them on a power strip and turn off the 
power when you’re not using them.”

“Huh…” Huey said rubbing his chin and pursing his 
lips. “So...no garlic or wooden stakes then?”

“No plus signs needed,” Jeb chuckled and patted 
Huey on the shoulder. “Now go take a shower and get 
that smell off you. I’ll give you a ride in to town so we 
can get some power strips.” 

“Crosses!” Huey grumbled and tossed the garlic bulb 
out of his shirt pocket into the bushes. “Alright, 
thanks Jeb,” he said, and wandered into the house.
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Prudence and Your Health

Safety in Your Home

by David B. Biebel

You may spend half of your life at work or school, 
but the other half you spend at home. Work places 
have safety rules with inspections and warnings 
for workers. How many homes have you been in 
where safety rules were posted? Many injuries and 
illnesses occur in the home environment. These 
include head injuries from accidental falls, lead 
poisoning of children, and poisoning from inhaling 
or ingesting a variety of common substances – all 
of which can be prevented with common sense and 
good housekeeping.

Chemicals may be found throughout your home 
such as bleach, ammonia, roach traps, nail polish 
remover, isopropyl alcohol, drain cleaner, carpet 
cleaner, paints, paint thinners, gasoline, glues, and 
other adhesives. Serious consequences can result 
from exposure to pesticides and their residues, 
indoor toxicants, tobacco smoke, solvents, and 
combustion gases such as carbon monoxide. Read 
the labels of all the chemicals you store in and 
around your house. You may be surprised by what 
you find. Labels contain important information 
such as warnings to keep them out of reach of 
children. This does not mean you should get rid 
of all these chemicals. Rather, you should respect 
them for what they can do if they are not handled 
and stored properly.

According to the US Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, approximately 250,000 children 
aged 1-5 years have blood lead levels greater than 
the level at which action should be taken. Lead 
poisoning can occur with no obvious symptoms or 
warning signs. However, children’s blood lead levels 
can be checked. Lead poisoning is preventable. 
Lead-based paint and lead contaminated dust 
are major sources of exposure even though lead-
based paint was banned in 1978 in the US. Old 
homes deteriorate and the lead paint peels off and 
becomes dust around the house where children 
play. Children under the age of six years old are 

at greatest risk because of the effect of lead on 
their development. Other sources of lead exist 
such as with contaminated soil and toys, jewelry, 
cookware, and cosmetics that contain lead.

Other things in your home can also pose a risk, 
including access to electrical outlets (young 
children), glues and other adhesives used in 
hobbies, alcohol that is made for consumption, 
prescription drugs, and even – hard to believe – 
your office supplies, including various adhesives, 
solvents, even “canned air,” which some kids spray 
into their nose to get a quick high. It’s called 
“dusting,” and has contributed to several deaths.

There are probably a dozen or more things in your 
home right now that could seriously injure or even 
kill you or your kids. But you can protect yourself 
and your family. Here are some things to do in 
your house to create and maintain a healthier 
environment:

• Check for things that could lead to accidents  
 such as uneven thresholds between rooms,   
 carpet that is not fixed in place, slippery tiles,  
 steps without railings to hold onto, cords that run  
 across the floor, and places where loose items may  
 spill out onto the floor.

• Check for chemicals such as cleaning supplies  
 that might be stored under the sink or in a   
 closet, paints and varnishes and related chemicals,  
 insecticides, and bleach near the washing   
 machine. Store these is safe places, such as   
 cabinets that can be locked. Make sure you take  
 notice of the warnings on the labels.

• When you paint or use solvents, always provide  
 good ventilation.

• Makes sure that heaters, ovens and stoves   
 are working properly. Improperly operating   
 combustion devices can fill the home with   
 dangerous gases.

• Place smoke alarms and carbon monoxide   
 detectors throughout the house.

• Check all items that a child comes in contact with  
 for possible lead content. Make sure old paint and  
 dust are cleaned away. Clean children’s hands when   
 they come in from playing outside.

• Make sure you do not have old lead pipe in your  
 house or in the service line that brings water to your  
 house from the street main if you are supplied by a   
 public water system.

• Restrict access to all prescription medications.

• If small children sometimes visit, be sure your   
 outlets are covered.

• Keep all your office supplies in a safe place.

• Remain sensitive and alert to allergies that might be  
 developing in your family. Believe it or not, your  
 house could be making someone sick.

Make safety and health checks of your home 
environments. Too many accidents happen every year 
in the home. You shouldn’t have to wear a hardhat, 
safety shoes, or a mask at home! Your home should 
be a safe and healthy place for you and your family, 
where you can also show hospitality to friends and 
strangers…safely.

Hungry Spring hatchlings waiting for a meal.
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Frugal Family Fun

The Great Race

by Bruce Incze

“Imagination is the beginning of creation. You imagine what you 
desire, you will what you imagine, and at last you create what 
you will.”      -George Bernard Shaw

From the time I was two months old, my family summered on an otherwise 
uninhabited island in Casco Bay, Maine. It was rustic living with no 
electricity or no plumbing (we had an outhouse). We had to bring all of our 
drinking water with us and used a cistern to collected rain water off of the 
camp roof for hand washing water.

Dad and Mom would make the trek to the island in small outboard motor 
boat with four young boys, two dogs and all our supplies, including ice for a 
large old fashion, sarcophagus-sized ice box. There was no room in the boat 
for transporting a lot of toys. Our toys were mostly what the tide washed 
up on the beaches. We found a lot of tennis balls and the occasional bat or 
Frisbee. We would also find some peculiar objects that would be junk to 
anyone other than imaginative children without toys. Walking around the 
island was always accompanied by a sense of opportunity; it felt a little like 
having a scratch-off lottery ticket. Only when the walk around the island 
was complete (like when the last area of lottery ticket is scratched off) could 
you be certain you didn’t “win” something that time.

The summer routine on the island was simple. The rhythm of the day was 
regulated by three meals and not much else. Parents would read in the shade 
of the horse chestnut tree and try to get in an afternoon nap. My brothers 
and I were always looking to create fun. Swimming in the cold waters of 
Casco Bay and sunning on warm rocks was a daily event. Of course, four 
young boys need more distraction than this. It was up to us to make it 
happen. There were a lot of competitions: swimming, diving, running, 
jumping, pull-ups, climbing. Some competitions were more inventive than 
others.

One time we got the idea of building slings. But how to build one? On 
one of our trips to the mainland to buy supplies, we visited the library (no 
Internet in the 1960s) and researched how to make slings. We attempted 
two designs, one having two ropes and the other having just one. Back on 
the island, we fashioned our slings out of washed-up ropes and some old 
canvas that had washed ashore as part of beach chair. The single rope sling 
never did work; I’m pretty certain it was because the stiff canvass made for 
a lousy pouch. The two rope sling was easier to make and soon after the 
competitions began. We would spin the sling around and shoot rocks out 
into the ocean, competing for the greatest distance. [A competition based 

on accuracy seemed hopelessly out of the question.] 
The slings provided only a few days of distraction, but 
fifty years later the memory is still clear.

One summer, we got it into our heads to compete by 
racing around the island. We did not race each other, 
but rather we raced against the clock. This allowed 
us to compete with ourselves and brag about our 
improvements. I was too young to compete with my 
brothers, but I could compete with myself, so this 
worked for even me. We would run multiple times a 
day. This became the focus of our conversations and 
“trash talking.”

I guess Mom was feeling left out. One day she piped 
in that she thought she could run around the island 
within some particular amount of time. This prompted 
us to howl in laughter. The idea of our mother running 
seemed intrinsically funny; we had never seen her run. 
[At 83 years of age, my mother now goes to the gym 
regularly, but fifty years ago, “Not so much.”]

To appreciate this story, there is something you should 
know about my mother’s stature. In a word…short. In 
two words…very short. In her glory days, she barely 
broke five feet, and even that was a little suspect. And 
…how to say this nicely…? She was a lush woman. 
While she always seemed to keep up with four boys 
and two dogs on our family hikes, I never knew her to 
go out of her way for extra exercise.

Before anyone knew it was happening, the parameters 
of The Great Race were set. Mom had to run around 
the island in the prescribed time. She would start in 
front of the cabin, Tengerlak, which was on the East 
Beach. She would then run around the island in a 
clockwise direction, that is to say, she ran from East 
Beach, to South Beach, to West Beach, and to North 
Beach. After reaching North Beach, she would round 
the corner and arrive back in front of Tengerlak, 
where four laughing boys planned to greet her with 
a boisterous “We told you so” and a loving husband 
would console her. We never considered how our 

Bruce Incze grew up in Maine, 
summering with his family on an 
island in Casco Bay. He and his wife, 
Diane, now live near the coast in 
Rhode Island. Their three children are 
all making the transition from college 
and technical schools to living life. All 
still enjoy their memories grounded in 
Frugal Family Fun of yesteryear and 
they make new memories as often as 
they can.

Photos are courtesy of the author.

Here’s a fun and free 
activity you could plan 
into your next summer 
vacation…

Dad and Mom atop 

Camp Tengerlak. 

Tengerlak is Hungarian 

for “Ocean Home.”
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Frugal Family Fun       (continued)

Get Geared Up for the Season

at the Prudent Living Market

Helping You Prepare for the Coming

Seasonal Changes One Step at a Time

Order Your Gear Today: Prudentlivingmarket.com 
Enter code “4SEASONS” at checkout and receive 10% off your entire order!

10%

Off Your

Order!

“Incredible! Love that you modeled ‘real’ places and 
structures. Someone has quite an imagination and 
talent to put it into a layout.” – M. Cameron

Visit the Prudent Living Model Train display at

LaValley Building Supply in West Lebanon, NH.

laughing might influence lunch or dinner.

From high up in the horse chestnut tree, Mom’s 
progress could be monitored. We would be able to 
see her run all the way down East Beach. And from 
high in the same perch, there were sections of West 
Beach where we could get a glimpse of her and mark 
her progress. Once at North Beach, watching from 
ground level was possible. Pretty thorough coverage of 
the event added to the entertainment value.

Mom put on her island sneakers, more like slip-ons 
than athletic shoes. She was in shorts and short-
sleeved top–street clothes really, not athletic gear. 
“Three…two…one…GO!” The Great Race was 
on. In some respect, the weight of representing all 
womanhood was upon her shoulders. She made a 
sporty start of it. We might have made a few snide 
remarks…children are like that when their parents 
are trying to prove something. As I recall, my brother 
Mike was the announcer from the highest perch in 
the tree. Danny or Steve was on the ground with the 
official time piece, a wind-up Old Ben alarm clock. 
Mom made good time down East Beach, but that 
was the easy leg of the race. Like the Apollo space 
capsule passing behind the moon, we lost contact 
with her on South Beach. When we would see her on 
West Beach, we would have the first evidence of her 
failure. The time was being faithfully called out every 
thirty seconds. Mike had a clear view of the southwest 
corner of the island. When she passed the elm tree on 
the southwest corner, she would be about half done. 
With half the time expired, still no sighting of Mom. 
Thirty more seconds, still no Mom. Another thirty 
seconds and still no Mom. “Wait, I see her,” Mike 
yelled. “She’s up by the eel grass.” This is way past 
the Elm tree. Instead of running on rocks, where she 
would have been seen rounding the elm tree, Mom 
had run on the hard sand below tide level. This meant 
a longer run, but faster and safer–a good strategy for 
her.

Even from high in the horse chestnut tree, Mike 
was not to see her again until she started rounding 
the northwest corner of the island. “Mom Ho!” 
A quick check of the Old Ben alarm clock, and it 

was clear that Mom would lose the bet. We boys 
started gloating and laughing… a bad strategy for 
us. Mom heard the gloating and instead of quitting 
in exhaustion, as she later confided she was about to 
do, she reached deep for that last bit of energy and 
accelerated across North beach. She turned the corner 
and arrived at Camp Tengerlak in victory. Her glory 
was a little hard to take. And lunch that day didn’t 
taste so good–baloney sandwiches with garnish of 
crow.

Very few of our summer distractions cost money. We 
built things with salvaged wood and hardware that 
drifted in on the tide. We played with free tennis 
balls and Frisbees. We competed in made up athletic 
events. I believe my deep fondness of these memories 
is grounded in their simplicity and that we made them 
up on our own. Our frugal family fun was created 
from necessity, but it would also have been a great 
choice had we enjoyed other options.

 

 
My children, Anne and Mark, climbing the old horse 

chestnut tree in front of Camp Tengerlak.
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From the Editor

Safety Matters

by David B. Biebel, DMin

Not so long ago, a good friend who was then in his 
mid-eighties decided to retrieve some books from 
storage upstairs in the cottage where he and his 
wife had lived for many years. Spry and sharp for 
his age, he evidently viewed those stairs a no greater 
an obstacle than the many other challenges he had 
overcome in his years as a missionary surgeon. But 
somehow he fell, striking his head as he tumbled 
down. The injury resulted in his death, and the world 
was robbed of a unique combination of intelligence, 
wit, skills, creativity, compassion, and wisdom. If 
only the stairs hadn’t been so steep; if only there were 
railings; if only he’d taken less books and more trips; 
if only...

When someone shrugs off my parting words, “Take 
care,” with “What’s the worst that could happen?” I 
must sound like a pessimist if I reply, “Some things 
worse than you can possibly imagine.”

Been there, done that. One more story will more than 
suffice. This one’s from about thirty-five years ago. It’s 
early morning when the phone rings at the parsonage 
(where I lived at the time, being the only minister in 
town). There’s been a fire. It seems likely that no one 
survived. A mother and six children–three of them in 
our children’s choir–dead. Most likely a chimney fire; 
a smoke detector could have saved their lives. But then 
again, smoke detectors were relatively new then, and 
relatively expensive and this was a poor family. Yet the 
“If onlys” are still worth asking; the “What ifs” worth 
answering; and the lessons for which others pay so 
dearly are well worth taking to heart. 

Accidents take a life in the USA about every five 
minutes. Of course the problem with numbers or 
statistics is that most of us assume that they apply to 
someone else. So if we hear that 95 percent of people 
who do this or that end up have something bad 
happen, we assume that we’re in the lucky 5 percent.

Why else do people drink and drive; medicate and 
drive; text and drive; drive when they are too tired; 

refuse to wear a seat belt; ride a motorcycle without a 
helmet? “Surely, the worst that can happen can only 
happen to someone else.” And we’re just talking motor 
vehicles here.

Evidently it seems to some that the world is filled 
with warnings intended to limit all their freedoms: 
cross the street only at the walkway; slow down, sharp 
curve ahead; do not pass; beware of falling rocks; high 
surf; never leave a burning candle unattended; mind 
your head; and so forth. It’s far better to view these 
warnings as voices of your larger family, humanity, 
who are trying to keep you safe and sound.

Of course no one can legislate prudence any more 
than they can outlaw stupidity. For example, a 
woman comes into the medical office with serious 
cuts on the fingers of her right hand. She admits, 
rather sheepishly, that these lacerations are from her 
blender, into which she reached while it was running. 
While her fingers are being attended to by a medical 
assistant, the victim 
inquires, “How long 
will it be until my 
fingers heal?” To which 
the staff person replies, 
before she can stop 
herself, “Well, fairly 
soon, unless you stick 
them into the blender 
again.” They both 
laugh … not because 
it’s so funny, but 
because something so 
obvious would take so 
much pain to learn.

David B. Biebel, DMin
Editor in Chief

David Biebel is Managing Editor of Florida Hospital 
Publishing, in Orlando, Florida. He is the author or co-author 
of 19 books, a number of them related to health.

Abundant Spring blossoms.
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Beckoning the pollinators.


