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Chapter 2: The Chair and Me 

 

 

Handmade 

 

The town of Eastland is located about 150 miles West of Ft. Worth, Texas.  Itôs in the heart of a 

region called the Cross Timbers, a buffer zone between the West-Texas topography one conjures 

up when picturing the ñWild Westò and the densely-forested eastern portion of the state that 

looks more southern than western.   

 

Eastland is a sparsely populated town with a fairly homogenized culture.  A few LBJ Democrats 

mingle among the Bush Republicans corresponding to the prickly-pear cactus dotting a 

landscape of red soil and water-starved crops. 

 

But in the middle of town is one of the great Texas courthouses that were designed to attract new 

residents to West Texas in the days when a proper courthouse was synonymous with civilization.  

The original building, monolithic for its time, was built in 1897 and came complete with a time 

capsule in its cornerstone.   

 

The people of Eastland placed in that time capsule (why, I donôt know) a live horned toad ï a 

West Texas lizard that looks part iguana and part frog.  Residents remembered the live burial, but 

nothing was made of it until 1928 when the original courthouse was being redesigned.  Three 
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thousand people were on hand to witness the opening of the time capsule, where they were 

shocked to discover that the horned toad was still alive.  It looked like someone had torn off the 

front-end of a dusty alligator-skinned boot and thrown it into the box, but after 31 years the little 

guy was still breathing. 

 

Christened ñOld R.I.P.,ò Eastlandôs horned frog went onto to become a national celebrity.  He 

toured the country and even met with President Coolidge.   

 

Old R.I.P. passed away (or croaked) eleven months after his resurrection.  Eastland officials 

embalmed his body and placed it in a tiny, open casket in the lobby of the new courthouse where 

he can be found today.  Twenty years later he acted as inspiration for Chuck Jones at Warner 

Brothers who created a cartoon character, Michigan J. Frog, in honor of Old R.I.P.   And many 

years later Michigan J. Frog went onto become the icon for the WB television station (from 1995 

to 2005).  Younger readers of this book may remember WBôs tagline, ñWatch the frog,ò that was 

used in tandem with Michigan J. Frog imagery to appeal to the pre-teen audience.   

 

To steal a line from radioôs giant, Paul Harvey, ñnow you knowéthe rest of the story.ò  Today 

Old R.I.P. remains the only attraction of Eastland outside the new drive-thru Starbucks (that is 

ostracized by local residents but is a hit with the truckers who need a jolt before driving I-20 

through West Texas).  So, if you are ever passing through this lonely part of the country, I 

recommend you stop by for a boot-leather viewing and a latte to go. 
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My family has deep ties to Eastland ï both the Tolletts and the Ferrells (my grandmotherôs 

maiden name) settled in this region long before Old Rip went on sabbatical.  Coming to Texas by 

way of Tennessee in the 1870s, they were Anglo pioneers settling on the front-lines of the 

American frontier.  Some were unable to handle the conditions and had to move back East to 

areas more suitable for farming.  Others stayed to fight Mother Nature and tame the land.  Some 

even died by Comanche arrows in the process. 

 

I canôt imagine what life must have been like back then.  Visions of Spaghetti Westerns come to 

mind, as does Lonesome Dove, but what is certain is that they were not the richest people living 

in Eastland (if there ever were any). 

 

A few articles remain from the times the Tolletts and Beans first moved into Texas.  Most of 

them resided in my grandmotherôs garage.  There you could find small metal objects used for 

ranching like ax blades and dairy scales.  In other areas of the garage you could find pieces of 

furniture designed for the booming, oil-soaked 50s in a style my family cheekily refers to as 

Rancho Deluxe.  None of these items were intended to be used by younger generations like mine, 

but, recently my grandmother (known as Minnie) had to move into a retirement home.  As we 

helped her pack her things we were able to rummage through our collective past in search of 

heirlooms we might want to preserve. 

 

The one thing I was fortunate enough to get as part of my loot was a small chair.  Itôs a simple 

piece made of oak with a rope seat.  Although it seems tiny by todayôs standards, it dates from 

the 19
th
 century, so itôs likely that it was built for seating a grown person.  The amazing thing is 
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that it is still sturdy; it would definitely hold my weight if I chose to make it a functional piece of 

furniture in my house. 

 

However, I didnôt bring it back to Austin for functional purposes.  When I first saw the chair I 

thought it was neat, but upon learning that it was hand made by my great-great grandfather I 

thought it was incredible.  I found myself inspecting it to find signs of his handiwork.  For the 

first time I desired to know more about both my heritage as well as the man who designed the 

chair; moreover, for the first time I valued a piece of furniture for more than its functionality. 

 

 

Intrins ic Value 

 

In general, furniture produced over the past 5,000 years has not undergone any significant 

innovation.  Archeologists have uncovered folding chairs from Pharonic Egypt that fulfill the 

same functional requirements and possess the same basic features as modern ones.
1
   

 

Moreover, the craft of furniture-making has changed remarkably little over the course of human 

history.  The tools and techniques used by craftsman of ancient Greece and Rome such as saws, 

files, axes, and adzes would have been familiar to their counterparts in the Middle Ages and even 

18
th
-century France.

2
  Furniture is one of humanities great artistic expressions, and yet the 

amount of labor and basic functionality has remained largely intact through different stylistic 

periods.   

                                                 
1
 Furniture.  Encyclopedia Britannica, 2006.  Encyclopedia Britannica Online Library Edition, September 1, 2006. 

2
 Ibid. 
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Similarly, the ñtheory of value,ò that which concerns itself with the worth, utility, aesthetic, 

trading, or economic value of people and things, has changed remarkably little over the course of 

human history.  The theory of value used by the philosophers of ancient Greece and Rome 

remained that of their counterparts in the Middle Ages and 18
th
-century France.   

 

Socrates and Plato were the first to really tackle the theory of value.  Socrates first noted that any 

pleasure is in fact good and any pain bad.  Plato, his student, went further to say that pleasure is 

not the highest good ï rather, there is a level of intrinsic value in pleasing things.  In other words, 

both believed that pleasure is intrinsically good, pain intrinsically bad, and that which gives us 

pleasure or pain (events, objects, etc.) has intrinsic value.
3
 

 

Put another way, the intrinsic theory of value holds that ñthe goodò is inherent in certain things 

or actions, regardless of their context and consequences, regardless of any benefit or injury they 

may cause to the actors and subjects involved.
4
 

 

                                                 
3
 Michael Zimmerman, Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Value, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Center for the Study of 

Language and Information, Stanford University, 2004 
4
 Ayn Rand, Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal, 1946, page 21 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utility
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By application, the intrinsic theory of value holds that my great-great grandfatherôs chair 

possesses value in, by, and of itself, regardless of any benefits it may provide me as its owner.  

The feelings I have as a result of owning the chair are not of, in, or by me.  Rather, these feelings 

are extrinsic or are derivatives from the value of the chair (and my great-great grandfatherôs 

labor, according to Marx).  Moreover, the feelings and connection I have to the chair cannot be 

justified without first acknowledging that the value of the chair existed first. 

 

As alluded to earlier in this chapter, the Intrinsic Theory of Value, like the craft of furniture, 

remained largely intact throughout the entire agrarian age; the Greek and Romans shared the 

same theory of values (intrinsic) and the same furniture-production skill set (pre-industrial) with 

their 18
th
-century French counterparts.  However, as the industrial revolution made waves 


