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omnia Mea Mecum Porto
“All that’s mine I carry with me” gains popularity    •    by Nell Porter Brown

l
ast year, Ronnie Mae Weiss and her 
husband, Richard Sobol, moved out 
of their longtime Lexington, Massa-
chusetts, home, where a lovely stream 

ran through the backyard. Now in Cam-
bridge, they live in a townhouse about half 
their old home’s size, lacking even a simple 
patio. In the process, they purged  about 75 
percent of their stuff. 

“I walk both ways to work, instead of hav-
ing all that time commuting in the car. My 
head is clearer,” says Weiss, director of hu-
man resources planning and programs de-
velopment for the Faculty of Arts and Sci-
ences. “It feels liberating to let go of all the 

material things that surrounded me. I have 
more time and I feel freer to really focus on 
the more emotionally and spiritually satis-
fying parts of life.”

Clearly, Weiss is not the first to ad-
vocate detaching oneself from posses-
sions. “Plato was convinced that owning 
things was a vice to be avoided,” write 
Gail Steketee ’71 and Randy O. Frost in 
their book Compulsive Hoarding and the Mean-
ing of Things. “He even argued that private 
ownership should be banned and that all 
property should be held in common.” Bud-
dhists say that desire for things, including 
material goods, is a root cause of suffering. 

And in Walden, Henry 
David Thoreau, class 
of 1837, makes clear 
his view: “Most of 
the luxuries and 
many of  the so-
called comforts of 
life are not only not 
indispensable, but 
positive hindrances 
to the elevation of 
mankind.”

These days,  in 
many parts of the 
world, the ability 
to buy and/or col-
lect things is easier 
than ever.  Dai ly 
goods are relatively 
cheap,  avai lable , 

and pushed on consumers through more 
advertising outlets than ever before. And 
given what much of that stuff is composed 
of, items from shoes to sofas are more 
readily disposed of than passed on. “What 
is it that makes us take on more than we 
need? Partly it is about materialism,” says 
Steketee, dean of Boston University’s 
School of Social Work. “We live in a so-
ciety where marketing is part and parcel 
of our everyday lives; you can hardly go 
anywhere without seeing advertising. You 
get economic growth through buying and 
selling goods and services, but that means 
that everyone has to keep consuming. 

Priscilla and brett 
donham live happily 
in a smaller, leaner 
domicile.
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‘More is better’ is just not serving us very 
well.”

In general, people accumulate stuff for 
three main reasons, notes Steketee: “The 
thing is beautiful, useful, or sentimental.”

A few years ago, Cambridge architect 
Brett Donham ’60, B.Arch. ’64, and his 
wife, Priscilla, A.A.E. ’75, moved out of 
the five-bedroom home in Cambridge 
they’d lived in since 1961. Their four chil-
dren were grown, with homes of their 
own. “It is not sustainable or responsible 
for a couple to live in a home that size,” 
Brett Donham maintains. “We wanted to 
live lighter, suck up less energy; have less 
stuff to take care of, to clean, to repair and 
maintain.”

They moved into a 1,400-square-foot 
loft in a rehabbed brick warehouse build-
ing near the Watertown line. Even though 
their taste always tended toward clean 
lines in décor and well-designed ob-
jects, the move still meant getting rid of a 
houseful of things collected by adults and 
children across decades. “It takes awhile 
to untie the emotional bonds,” Donham 
says. “We realized that if we had not 
looked at something or used it in the last 
half-dozen years or so, that was a pretty 
good indicator that we were never going 
to need it.”

The hardest part was going through 
his 3,000 books. There were inscriptions 
in many that were important to Donham, 
or volumes that reminded him of good 
times with friends and family members, 
or trips. “For me, it’s particularly about 
remembering where you were when you 
read the book,” he says, “that context and 
a reminder of one’s emotional and intel-
lectual maturity at the time. So you kind 
of go through the books and if you are by 
yourself, you process the memories—and 
if you are with someone else, you tell them, 
and they smile and throw the book in a 
pile to go out.”

About a hundred raggedy-edged paper-
backs went straight into recycling bins, 
and Donham, through several rounds of 
purging, ultimately gave about 700 books  
to annual church sales. “It made me feel 
better to know they were being recycled, 
reused, reread,” he says. Then he took a 
few hundred up to their farmhouse in 
Maine.
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In the examples aBove, living in smaller 
quarters with less stuff is also tied to a 
more urban lifestyle. Donham and Weiss 
both required their new homes to be near 
public transportation. Weiss has saved 
considerable time, and improved her 
health, by doing very little locally by car. 
(Donham has always walked to work.) “I 
walk fast, no strolling, to work every day, 
a little over a mile, each way,” she reports. 

“My husband has also joined a gym within 
walking distance and he is there almost 
every day.” With her extra time, Weiss has 
also volunteered to tutor through the Har-
vard Bridges to Learning Program, a two-
hour-a-week commitment, and coaches re-
cent college graduates in navigating their 
transitions to the working world. “Paring 
down and getting rid of clutter has aided 
an overall life process,” she says. “I’ve con-

verted the time commuting, and cleaning 
and maintaining a home full of stuff, into 
the intangible things that are important 
to me.”

The previous house, says Weiss, “was 
filled with art—paintings and sculptures, 
mostly from our travels and Richard’s 
journeys all over the world creating his 
photography books. Magazines and books 
were piled up; every surface had multiple 
things on it—just stuff everywhere you 
looked.”

The couple invited each of their sons, 
now in their twenties, to take books and 
objects that were important to them. 
Then they gave a series of dinner parties 
for friends, who took something home at 
the end of the evening. “It was interest-
ing art and people were happy to take it,” 
Weiss explains. “We did the same with 

the furniture. One friend took a table, an-
other a bench.” Their son in Los Angeles 
took shipments of artwork; now, Weiss 
says, “It’s fun to go visit him because his 
place looks like our house—in miniature 
form.” They also donated many items to 
charity and put others out on the street 
for adoption. “Then,” she reports, “we 
sold our Lexington house in one day, 
and the next day bought the Cambridge 
townhouse. The guys 
f r o m  M i n i M o v e s .
com came and took 
what we had left and 
we brought anything 
that wouldn’t fit to a 
storage locker, which 
we finally emptied in 
May.”

Fast-forward to the 
new condo. “When 
you walk into the 
house, it’s clean and uncluttered,” Weiss 
reports. “The best artwork is out and [my 
husband’s] beautiful photos are up. Now 
you can really see them, because the place 

“We are very  
aware that you can live 
just as happily in  
smaller spaces.”

When it comes to 
possessions, are you 
a “packrat” or a 
minimalist? How do you 
manage your tendency 
to collect stuff? Tell 
us what you think at 
harvardmag.com/
downsizing.
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is not overpowered with everything else. 
It’s easier to keep clean and for me it’s a 
more relaxed environment. It’s nicer living 
without all of that stuff.”

The Donhams have also found that hav-
ing a smaller house, with less stuff, simply 
opens the door to more time. “You are not 
spending your time taking care of your 
house,” he explains. “We’re finding we’re 
going to museums more, to festivals in 
Harvard Square, or to art galleries, or just 
taking walks.” They also more fully ap-
preciate the space they do have, choosing 
what’s in it more carefully, and making the 
one dining table (they had two eating ar-
eas in the old house) a special place to be. 
“We are spending more time at dinner to-
gether, chatting away,” he reports.

The couple has traveled extensively in 
Italy, and appreciate how Europeans live. 
“We are very aware that you can live just 

“When you walk into the house, it’s clean 
and uncluttered,” says ronnie Mae Weiss 
of her new abode.
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as happily in smaller spaces,” he explains. 
“People love Italy and the cafés, the street 
life, and the sense of community. They 
don’t realize that in our American life we 
occupy four times the amount of residen-
tial space that the average Italian family 
does. People are outside together in Europe 

and in the cafés because they live in smaller 
spaces. It’s very ironic.”

Thanks to public transportation, he 
says, they are also traveling more light-
ly since the move. They can get almost 
anywhere without a car or fretting over 
parking, which is also liberating. “When 

we go abroad, we drag our suitcases out 
to Mount Auburn Street, in front of the 
cemetery, and take the short bus ride to 
Harvard Square, and the T to the airport,” 
he adds. “Then we spend the extra $60 
we would have had to spend on a taxi-
cab on a couple of nice meals in Italy.”   

Get rid of it
Stay focused on these top 10 tips for sell-
ing, bartering, or giving away excess stuff.
1) Do one small project at a time: clear 
out a junk drawer or the medicine cabi-
net. Take on the larger spaces, such as the 
garage or attic, in manageable timeframes. 
The goal is to avoid getting overwhelmed 
and abandoning the project completely.
2) The one-year rule: if an item has not 
been used or worn in the last 12 months, 
chances are very good that it will never be 
used or worn. Toss or recycle it. (Note: 
people tend to wear the same clothes 
over and over, usually only a fraction of 
their wardrobes.)
3) When evaluating that ultra-deluxe 
espresso maker that’s been in its box since 
you bought it two years ago, ask: Do I use 
this? Would I spend my hard-earned mon-
ey on buying this item today? If not, re-
cycle or regift it.
4) Serious mementos from times gone by? 
Items that seem impossible to let go of 
for sentimental reasons should be boxed 
up and put away. Revisit the box in six 
months to gauge the contents’ impor-
tance.
5) Think and act quickly. Do not dawdle 
over old photo albums; reminiscing is a 
completely different activity. Make space 
to do that another time.
6) Handle items only once. Sort them into 
boxes labeled Trash, Donate/sell, Keep. If 
need be, have a friend or relative stand 
guard to prevent “second thought” re-
acquisitioning.
7) Forget about “collectors’ value” and 
making a fortune from selling your grand-
mother’s old china on eBay or Craigslist. 
Buyers are fickle and selling stuff online 
can take a lot of time that could be used 
more constructively. If an item has clear, 
significant antique value, set a deadline to 
get it to a credible appraiser instead.

8) Box up stuff for a yard sale—then hold 
one! At the end of the day, re-box what-
ever didn’t sell and take it to the Salvation 
Army. Better yet, leave it on the street 
with a “free” sign. Someone who needs 
the stuff more than you do will be along 
in no time to take it away.
9) Once things are in bags or boxes, get 
them out of the house and en route to their 
final destination. 
10) Avoid acquiring any new, nonessential 
items.

Take on less
Do not take home a new item unless:
1) It will be used within the next month.
2) It can be paid for right now (no frivolous 
credit-card use).
3) There is a clear place to put it away, so 
it doesn’t add clutter.
4) True need, rather than impulse or as-
suaging “bad feelings” (e.g., anger, depres-
sion), is motivating the purchase.

5) Acquiring the item is consistent with 
life goals and values.
6) What, if anything, will getting this item 
truly add to my life?
(From Buried in Treasures: Help for Compul-
sive Acquiring, Saving, and Hoarding, by Gail 
Steketee ’71, David F. Tolin, and Randy O. 
Frost)

new life for old Stuff
Find a good home for your stuff. “People 
who are getting rid of things want the ob-
ject they value to go to someone who 
also values it,” Steketee explains, “almost 
like it was an animal.” Charitable venues 
are countless: BigBrother/Big Sister; the 
Salvation Army; Goodwill; local thrift 
shops, churches, or homeless shelters; 
and international-aid organizations. 
Other groups include:

The Cambridge Public Library, which 
lists places to donate books at www.ste-
phencoren.com/cplnew/donations-
books.htm.

www.careergear.org takes men’s 
and women’s suits, jackets, ties, shoes, 
and other professional garb.

www.cradlestocrayons.org donates 
clothing, shoes, books, and school sup-
plies to low-income children.

www.craigslist.org offers buying, 
selling, and bartering activities as well as a 
“Free” section.

www.freecycle.org is a grassroots 
nonprofit network that promotes the re-
use and recycling of goods.

www.hgrm.org/donate_goods.
htm collects and distributes household 
items.

www.mhopus.org (Mr. Holland’s 
Opus Foundation) donates musical instru-
ments to schools.

www.SportsGift.org collects used 
sports equipment and sends it to children 
around the world. 
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