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Introduction

M  aybe it’s the thrill of hunting for bargain priced treasures . . . maybe it’s 
the utilitarian value of meeting the needs of your family on a strict budget 
. . . maybe it’s just a love of the unique, of the quirky, of the special, funky, 

one-of-a-kind things you can’t �nd in a department store or a big-box retailer—what-
ever the reason, we love thrift stores and chances are, if you’re reading this, so do you.

�is booklet is a celebration of thrift stores and of the virtue of thrift in general. 
We’re giving it out for free to encourage thrift-savvy individuals like you to join our 
movement to revive a long lost American tradition called National �rift Week. 
Observed every year up through the 1960s around the January 17th birthday of 
Benjamin Franklin, National �rift Week was a coast-to-coast celebration of respon-
sible consumerism. It was organized primarily by community groups, government 
agencies, professional organizations, �nancial institutions, and places like your local 
thrift store.

In 2012, we want you to join 
the festivities! Go online and 
enter our thrift store fashion con-
test to win cash prizes and show 
o� your style (page 5). Download 
our �rift Challenge app and 
make your responsible habits into a game (page 34). Bring a friend to the thrift store 
the next time you go and show them the ropes.

As you’ll see in these pages, thrift has a great history in this country, but we hope 
you recognize that it’s not just an old fashioned idea. In fact, it may be exactly what 
our country needs in the years to come. After all, the word itself does �nd its root in 
word “thrive.”

So join us and spread the gospel of thrift!  Fight the prevailing winds of our reck-
less consumer culture and dispel the many misperceptions about what it means to be 
thrifty! Despite what the ever-present commercials, billboards, advertisements, cata-
logs, and glossy magazines tell us, thrift can be fun and it should always be in style.

For more information on National �rift Week, please visit 

WWW.BRINGBACKTHRIFTWEEK.ORG
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Show Us Your  

Best  
Thrift  
Store  
Finds!

WIN ONE OF FIVE

$100 CASH PRIZES
PER MONTH.

Anyone can be fashionable if they are pulling in a movie star salary, but to be 
fashionable and thrifty takes real talent. �ink you’ve got it? Prove it! Put 
together a runway look for less than $50 and hit us with a pic to be eligible to 

win one of �ve $100 cash prizes per month.

Eligibility: 
Entrants must be eighteen years of age or older to enter and a legal resident of the 
United States. .

Rules:
•	 �ere is a spending cap of $50 per entry. 
•	 You need to submit a picture of your receipt(s) along with the picture of your 

out�t in order to verify the prices of the various components of your look.
•	 You can incorporate existing items that you already own, but you will be 

judged mainly on the items that are on your receipt(s).
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•	 You can enter as many times as you want, but you can only win once.
•	 By “thrift store” we mean any second-hand retail venue. �is can mean con-

signment shops, online auctions, classi�ed ads, �ea markets, etc. Just be sure 
you have a way to photographically prove to us how much you spent on the 
transaction.

•	 All entries will need to be approved by a moderator before appearing on the 
site. Please stick to “PG-13” standards of decency or better. Entries that do 
not meet these standards will not be approved. Entries may also be rejected 
for other reasons such as low image resolution or �le size problems. We will 
inform any contestant of the reason for rejection.

•	 By entering, you grant the contest sponsors ownership of the content and the 
right to use it for promotional purposes.

Judging: 
�e primary consideration in judging will be your 
personal style and the degree to which you make 
use of the $50 spending limit. At the end of each 
month we will have a di�erent fashion insider 
review the entries from the past few weeks and pick 
his or her favorites. 

Prizes: 
Every month there will be �ve new winners 
selected. Winners will each receive $100. Because 
a properly understood concept of thrift includes 
an element of generosity as well (make all you 
can, save all you can, give all you can), we will also 
donate $100 to a charity of each winner’s choosing 
from a speci�ed list. 

Deadline: 
�e deadline for consideration each month, will be midnight EST, on the last day of 
the month. Winners will be selected within two weeks of each month’s deadline. 

For more information on the contest, please visit 

WWW.BRINGBACKTHRIFTWEEK.ORG 
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A Century of  
Thrift Shops

Alison Humes

“Oh, look, a thrift shop!” Muriel said.  
“My biggest weakness.” 

—�e Accidental Tourist by Anne Tyler1

Thrift hops emerged in the United States a 
little more than a hundred years ago. From 
that time to the present, their social function, 

the values they represent, and the attitudes we hold 
about them have changed signi�cantly. Tracing their 
history and our opinion of them shows how our cul-
tural beliefs about thrift and generosity, about denial 
and indulgence, about altruism and acquisitiveness 
have changed. Indeed, our notions about thrift shops 
have always been enmeshed with our notions about 
philanthropy (or giving) and conservation (keeping). 
Over its still robust lifetime, the thrift shop (generally 
nonpro�t and connected with a charity) has modeled 
the American social ethic—the importance we give to 
diligent work and wise spending, to remediating waste, 
to helping others, to the pleasures of the material world, 
and to equal access for all. As other institutions and 
initiatives that promoted an explicit ethic of thrift have 
faded away (savings and loans, the Housekeepers’ Alliance, thrift curricula and school 
savings banks, National �rift Week), the thrift shop is still going strong. 

My own relationship with thrift shops is longstanding; I have been a habitué for 
forty years. From an early age, I appreciated pretty things, and I learned to appreci-
ate them even more if they were a bargain. My appreciation was cultivated by the 
examples of my mother and grandmother, who tutored me in the ways of acquisition 
and thrift. I am also interested in the meaning of the things one acquires, what they 
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signify to oneself and to others. I love luxury as well as thrift, and I love confounding 
expectations. I appreciate design and fashion, but they are not fetishes of mine. I like 
glamour, but I think it is a lot of work. I am constantly trying to save money, but I 
constantly have the urge to spend it as well. Overall, I can admit, I love to shop, but I 
hardly ever buy retail. �e only way to do, and have, what I want is by being thrifty. 
And so, thrift shops—junk shops, second-hand stores, tag sales—have played a sig-
ni�cant role in my life as a consumer, as have other kinds of discount shops. Being 
generous is my vanity, and I am occasionally extravagant. Like many of my generation, 
I like to mix it up.

ONLY AMERICANS BUY RETAIL
My grandmother Luba, the youngest daughter of a prosperous and devout Jewish 
merchant, was born in Riga, Latvia, between, I believe, 1900 and 1902 (she would not 
say). Tiny and willful, she believed in glamour, charm, and seduction—part of which 
was the exchange of presents and the pleasure that comes with them. She became a 
designer of dresses and linens, an entrepreneur. Beauty and lavishness were her calling 
cards, but though she might be �irtatious, she was nobody’s fool. She left Russia in 
the 1920s for the Philippines and then, in March 1941, came to the United States on 
a business trip, accompanied by her nine-year-old daughter; as Word War II threat-
ened to engulf the Philippines, she decided to stay put. An immigrant and a single 
parent, she was shrewd and hyperaware of the value of a dollar. �e goal was always to 
get something better for less. She cultivated her trade relationships for favors, insider 
prices, and deals. In her view, the ability to behave like the princess she thought she 
should be required being a hard-nosed bargainer. She insisted on top service and value: 
people should work hard and be grateful for what they could get, and things should be 
made to last and then carefully used until they were beyond creative repair. 

My mother, Anna Lou, recently told me what she referred to as “the famous story 
of the ham.” She must have been around eleven when Luba sent her to buy a half-
pound of ham. When Luba saw the ham, she thrust it under my mother’s nose, saying, 
“You call this ham?” Anna Lou was to go back to the shop, pronto, and return it. �e 
butcher was to replace it with good ham. My mother said she would rather die. Why 
couldn’t they just forget it, or if need be, buy other ham elsewhere? A confrontation 
would be both embarrassing and humiliating. But my grandmother insisted: getting 
one’s money’s worth—practicing thrift—required vigilance and if need be, aggression. 
“Watch what you’re given, and pay attention where your money goes. You can’t a�ord 
to waste money to save someone’s feelings, even your own.” 

�e corollary was that thrift and saving money permitted the Über Luba, as she 
was dubbed by a waggish friend, to shower those she loved with treats of all kinds. 
In my family, treats often came in the form of food—being taken out to dinner for 
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butter�y shrimp, being fed chocolate cake, receiving 
(among other things) pomegranates and persimmons 
for Christmas. �ough personally thrifty, my grand-
mother could not bear to be considered mean. Plus, 
generosity was exciting and fun.

My grandmother paid sharp attention to the parsing 
of social status. She considered herself educated and 
her background privileged but realized that these dis-
tinctions might be lost on Americans, who she feared 
noted only her foreignness. She admired what she 
perceived as the breezy entitlement of the American 
upper middle classes, into which she wished to assimi-
late. (�ink Katherine Hepburn to Jane Wyatt.) 
Unapologetically elitist, she scorned the uneducated, 
the unpolished, and anything that looked “cheap.” An 
advocate of self-improvement through gracious liv-
ing, she cared deeply about presentation and taste and 
championed the importance of quality and appear-
ances. Her Europeanized view of the good life meant 
that everything should look like a Fabergé egg. 

Her visits to thrift shops in New York City were certainly nothing to publicize, but 
she was thrilled by her “�nds.” She liked to �x things up so that they looked fancy 
and substantial—she “antiqued” furniture and sewed Alençon lace onto plain silk 
lampshades. One of her projects, and eventual gifts of which I am the bene�ciary, was 
a small bedside lamp. Somewhere she found, along Ninth Avenue perhaps, a battered 
white painted metal lamp with a rather nice scalloped base. What, if anything, was on 
the base when she got it I do not know; in its place she glued a graceful Chinese lady 
in white porcelain with a lotus blossom on her shoulder—one of a pair. To top the 
bulb, she hand-stitched a shade out of softly gathered white cotton around which she 
sewed the inevitable lace in the color she called “ecru.” �e other lady she glued to a 
small round wood base painted gold. �e two of them stand on my dresser, swaying 
in opposite directions and nodding at each other, just as they used to at her house, 
�fty years ago. 

SPIRITUAL RESCUE
�e concept of thrift shops emerged in the United States at about the same time that 
my grandmother was born in Latvia. Here, the Industrial Revolution was causing 
social upheaval in terms of the move to wage labor, urbanization, and the loss of the 
extended family, di�culties that increased with the U.S. economic depression of the 
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1890s. Cities developed slums �lled with the unemployed, widows and orphans, and 
the elderly—many of whom had come to the cities and factories to work but who, 
nonetheless, could not support themselves. �rift shops grew up in this atmosphere, 
before the advent of socialism and the increased responsibility of the state for public 
welfare. 

�rift shops grew primarily out of a desire to provide men with employment. 
Although they were built on charity—the generosity of the “haves” who gave their 
time and activism or used items to help the “have-nots”—and were nonpro�t, what 
the original thrift shops provided was not charity but the opportunity to work. �ey 
also provided the working poor with an opportunity to purchase goods at accessible 
prices. Started by idealistic men with strong religious conviction, these programs pro-
vided a way for social reformers to model the values of thrift, education, and hard 
work for those downtrodden by poverty, alcoholism, or indolence. �e philosophy 
was to care for others by promoting diligence and industry while making new use of 
what would otherwise be discarded—in line with the traditional and long-standing 
thrift ethic. 

�rift shops were spiritually inspired institutions; like savings banks, they were an 
expression of a belief in the rightness of helping the poor. Indeed, this is still true 
today: the Mennonite Central Committee runs numerous thrift shops around this 
country and in Canada to support its charity work, as does the Catholic Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul and many others. Today, thrift shops are also run to bene�t health 
institutions, hospitals, rehabilitation facilities, local PTAs, and community programs. 

�e idea for Goodwill Industries, which runs one of the country’s best-known 
chains of nonpro�t thrift shops, with $1.63 billion in retail sales in 2005, came to 
Edgar James Helms, a Methodist minister, in Boston in 1902. Helms, who grew up 
in Iowa, was a strong supporter of the temperance movement, having written editori-
als and worked in local politics in support of Prohibition. At age thirty-two, with a 
background in journalism, politics, and the study of Methodist theology, he accepted 
a ministry at the Morgan Chapel in Boston’s South End, at that time an immigrant 
slum. A year later, in 1986, to help supply his mission—which included the �rst 
church-sponsored day care center and residences for some of his struggling parishio-
ners—he started to travel around rich neighborhoods of Boston, collecting donations 
of clothing and household goods. �en, in 1902, he devised a plan whereby he put 
his community to work, repairing and recycling these casto�s to sell at low cost. �e 
scheme was a success: soon he was collecting goods with a horse and wagon and, by 
1909, a truck.

His ambitions were grand—not to build an empire but to eliminate poverty. “We 
have courage and are unafraid,” he wrote. “With the prayerful cooperation of millions 
of our bag contributors and of our workers, we will press on till the curse of pov-
erty and exploitation is banished from mankind.”2 He believed that individuals could 
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improve their lot when given the opportunity to do so. His motto was “a chance, not 
a charity.”

At about the same time that Helms took up his mission, the Salvation Army set up 
its �rst “salvage brigade” and opened its �rst “industrial home” in New York City, fore-
runners of its rehabilitation facilities for the unemployed, homeless, or disabled. Since 
its early days, the army had maintained shelters for men, but the aim of these new 
institutions was to be self-supporting as well as to create meaningful work opportuni-
ties through collecting and repurposing discarded items. Salvation Army founder and 
evangelist William Booth had suggested such an idea, which he dubbed the Household 
Salvage Brigade, in his 1890 manifesto In Darkest England: “We shall not have far to 
seek before we discover in every town and in every country the corresponding element 
to our unemployed labourer. We have waste labour on the one hand; we have waste 
commodities on the other.”3 �ese brigades were to collect household waste, from 
food to bones and fat, to broken stoves and instruments, old shoes and boots, broken 
umbrellas, empty tins and bottles, newspapers and books, rags and paper. �at which 
could not be immediately used would be the stu� on which the poor would be put to 
work, sorting, repairing, and repurposing. And so it had come to pass: although rags 
and paper were the main source of income for the industrial homes up through the 
1920s, the idea of refurbishing used goods and selling them had found a footing.4 �e 
Salvation Army opened its �rst thrift store in 1897 in Chicago.5 By 2004, as stated 
in its annual report, it had 1,526 thrift shops around the country, which support its 
current rehabilitation e�orts, addiction-recovery programs. 

�e organizations that set up the original thrift shops and promoted thrift more 
generally were, like other social activist movements of the day, inspired by religious 
teachings about the importance of saving souls, and they attracted middle-class 
women who were looking for meaning outside the private sphere. Saving souls meant 
ministering to and helping the poor and, as a result, grappling with a prevalent belief 
that poverty was the result of moral turpitude and personal failure. As noted by social 
historian Louise Tilly, “One set of connections between middle- and working-class 
women on both local and national levels is that of respectability and domesticity. 
Working-class women were seen by middle-class opinion leaders as the key—if they 
themselves could be taught order and virtue—to male personal conduct.”6 �e partici-
pation of women was central, for instance, to the second �owering of the temperance 
movement in the late nineteenth century. �e Women’s Christian Temperance Union, 
established in 1874, feared alcohol as the instigator of moral, �nancial, and physical 
failure in their men, and thus in their families and themselves. Women, who did not 
yet have any legal or political rights, saw temperance as a �ght to protect the home. 
�e thrift movement had a similar appeal. 

�e thrift ethic provided a potential remedy to poverty, one that women embraced 
as a solution that they could prescribe (as social workers) and implement themselves 
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in their own families. In a paper that tells the interesting history of how poverty lines 
were established, Gordon M. Fisher, a former researcher at the Department of Health 
and Human Services, traces the evolution of social activists’ thinking about charity: 
In the 1870s, charity organization workers “thought that the causes of poverty lay 
entirely within the individual. . . . �ey went to poor applicants for charity as ‘friendly 
visitors,’ investigating their cases but seeking mainly to regenerate them as individuals 
and get them to practice self-reliance rather than seeking the demoralization of mate-
rial relief.” Yet in coming face to face with the actual conditions of the poor, “shortly 
after 1900, [they] began to realize that much of the poverty they were investigating 
was due . . . to external social causes.”7 Many of these workers were women, as social 
work became a �eld in which women could develop independent professional careers. 
Indeed, Evangeline Booth became the commander of the Salvation Army in the U.S. 
in 1904. For thirty years, the outspoken daughter of founder William Booth led a 
major expansion of the army’s social services, its fund-raising, in�uence, and property, 
until she became the organization’s �rst woman general in 1934.

A PENNY SAVED
By the 1920s, as the consumer economy grew, belief in the power of the thrift ethic 
was in full swing. Presidents endorsed it. Warren Harding talked about the impor-
tance of saving money; and then, when Calvin Coolidge took the job, he received 
so many letters requesting his imprimatur on the importance of thrift as the route 
to progress that, in 1923, he wrote what became a form response. It stated, in part: 
“No man is so poor that he cannot begin to be thrifty. No man is so rich that he does 
not need to be thrifty. �e margin between success 
and failure, between a respectable place in life and 
comparative oblivion, is very narrow. It is measured 
by a single word, THRIFT. �e man who saves is the 
man who will win.”8 Banker and real estate mogul 
Simon William Straus preached the value of thrift 
in his 1920 book History of the �rift Movement in 
America. �rift, he argued, was about much more 
than saving money: the practice of this virtue early 
and often would mold character to survive practi-
cally any adversity. He advocated that schools teach 
the value of thrift in all things. “�rift is essential 
as the guiding principle of the individual because it imparts poise, moral stamina, 
courage, ambition, independence and e�ciency.”9 He exhorted the masses to improve 
their lot by bootstrapping and increasing their savings to help advance their family 
and society. 
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Although Straus acknowledged “it requires just as much moral stamina to conquer 
the temptations of opulence as it does to combat the onslaughts of calamitous cir-
cumstances,” he sounded like a bit of a scold.10 “�rift is submission to discipline, 
self-imposed. �rift is denying one’s self, present pleasures for future gain. �rift is the 
exercise of the will, the development of moral stamina, the steadfast refusal to yield to 
temptation.” In his view, this was a challenge facing not just the poor but American 
society as a whole: 

To-day we are recognized throughout the world, as the most thriftless nation 
among the great powers. We must get back to the ways of Benjamin Franklin. 
Want and waste, extravagance, debauchery, riotous living, arti�cial social and 
business practices must be eliminated; in a word, the nation must be remade, 
not only by talking thrift but by teaching thrift and practicing thrift.11

Of course, the purpose of this thrift was to build wealth and thus be better able to 
provide for others.

A VIRTUE OF THE DOMESTIC DOMAIN
Women were the soldiers on the front line in the war to advance thrift. Unsurprisingly, 
they were already well aware of the importance of practicing 
thrift at home. As Flora Rose and Martha Van Rensselaer 
wrote in 1919 in “A Program of �rift for New York State,” 
a home reading course put out by the Home Economics 
Department at Cornell University, “�e best way to begin 
a thrift movement is by studying simple household prob-
lems.” After all, the word economy comes from the Greek 
oikos nomos, or the law of the house. �e household was 
still perceived as a center for the creation of wealth, though 
responsibility for its �nancial management had largely 
passed to women within it. Embedded as they were in the 
domestic sphere, women were already allocating resources 
in terms of running the household and making purchases 
and worrying about how to make it all work.

In 1923, Benjamin R. Andrews, a professor of home eco-
nomics at Columbia University, published Economics of the 
Household: Its Administration and Finance. He understood 
the importance women played in the domestic economy, 
and he thought that the application of scienti�c principles 
to household management—home economics—could only 
improve the home’s e�ciency and its ability to create wealth 
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(essentially, he admitted, the result of women’s labor). Although “experience indicates 
the wisdom of relying exclusively upon the man as money-earner,” Andrews accepted 
that some women want to work earning wages outside the home—not a problem as 
long as she did so “in the light of her responsibilities.” However, he thought it worth 
pointing out that (a) “there is an opportunity for income-producing inside the home 
. . . which for all but exceptional women, is equal at least to that of outside wage-
earning” and (b) “housekeeping and homemaking are too demanding a task . . . , too 
interesting in their variety and freedom, too productive of values by which the family 
bene�ts, to be dropped for the lure of eight-hours a day and the pay envelope.”12 Part 
of the challenge, it is clear, was not only reducing waste and helping her husband make 
his business pro�table but also making sure that her family got as much value as pos-
sible for its money. Her success at these endeavors, she was instructed, depended on 
her skills at thrift. 

Such cultural assumptions often fell hard on poor women: Gordon M. Fisher, in 
another discussion of poverty lines, writes, “if a (working-class) family with an income 
equal to the cost of a standard budget was unable to provide for itself an actual level 
of living as good as the theoretical standard . . . some argued that the family—and 
particularly the wife—was not a su�ciently ‘e�cient’ spender or manager.”13 �ese 
attitudes reveal a continuing tendency in some quarters to understand poverty as a 
moral failure.

SORRY SECONDS
But twenty years and more into the twentieth century, the emphasis on thrift did not 
yet extend to purchasing goods second hand. One reason might be that many goods 
(clothing and linens, for instance) were still produced at home, “made from scratch” 
rather than bought as consumer items. Still, Andrews, for instance, commends donat-
ing to thrift shops, noting that extending the useful life of an item is socially respon-
sible. It is interesting, however, that he never suggests shopping there: 

Articles of clothing, no longer of use to one family, can usually be passed 
on so as to give service elsewhere, either privately or through a church or 
charitable organization or through the second-hand clothing trade. �ere is a 
social responsibility for such further utilization of clothing and every reason 
why the economic values represented by the partly worn garments should be 
recovered for the original owners if possible, or at least that they be utilized 
socially. �ere are in several cities clothing bureaus that solicit gifts of worn 
clothing and sell them at reasonable values, the proceeds going to charities, 
such as the Clothing Bureau and Everybody’s �rift Shop of New York, and 
such enterprises could be copied elsewhere.14 
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�e stigma of poverty in the public mind still meant that those who were a�icted 
by it were fundamentally di�erent from those who were not. �rift shops were con-
sidered a service for the poor, which meant that, almost by de�nition, they were not 
a realistic solution for the middle class. Donations were commended, but society was 
still struggling to accept actually purchasing used items, particularly clothing. Anne 
Rittenhouse, in her 1924 book �e Well-Dressed Woman, gives over three chapters to 
Jean Worth, son of the great designer Charles Worth. He associates buying second 
hand with showiness, as if that meant dressing above one’s social station. He writes: 

Within the last few years, too, there have arisen establishments where second-
hand frocks are sold, and to such places women �ock who want to dress 
showily, heedless of the fact that their mothers and grandmothers would have 
spurned the mere suggestion of wearing cast-o� clothing, as unworthy the 
contemplation of gentle-folk.

Even the so-called smart woman is now not above selling her once-worn 
frocks, or of wearing at a public place, such as a fashionable resort or race-
meeting, a gown that has been lent her free for the day to advertise a new 
“creation.” �is is wholly unworthy of a lady and cannot be too sincerely 
deplored.15

After Rittenhouse takes back the narrative, she acknowledges the di�culties con-
fronting the social woman of little means. �is woman often �nds herself accepting 
clothes from her richer friends, even if it means being faced with the nightmare of 
imperfect alterations. “No, the path of a clothes bene�ciary is not a pleasant one. Yet 
rugged as it is, it gives a woman a chance to appear correctly dressed in the society to 
which she is accredited.”16 She writes that it is hard for the rich woman to give away 
clothes to friends: “Rich women have often regretted that friendship and not judg-
ment should govern the disposal of their clothes. An a�uent woman rarely �nds a 
friend who can wear her discarded clothes with brilliant e�ect, one who does not have 
to struggle frantically to make them pleasing, to whom they give joy without anxiety.” 
�e solution she proposes to the donor is that she give away her excess clothing while 
it is still fashionable, inviting friends to come take their pick while tea is served, her 
maids are present to help her friends, and she is absent—so as not “to embarrass her 
friends by her presence or advice.” To the woman of little means, Rittenhouse suggests 
serious and early planning of fashion solutions to avoid the risk of rushed and unwise 
last-minute purchases.
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TURNING TRASH INTO CASH
Even if thrift shops were not yet popular places to shop, by the late 1920s, charities 
and social activists started to realize that thrift shops could be pro�t centers, the source 
of funds to support various social services. �e tagline of �e �rift Shop, which in 
one month during 1927 or 1928 raised four thousand dollars in Washington, DC, to 
bene�t four children’s health organizations, was “We turn your trash into cash.” �e 
chairpersons and board members were all women, forty-seven of them listed by name 
on the shop’s letterhead stationery. In a letter to the membership, the chairperson 
requests that each board member donate ten articles a month; she reports also a new 
marketing scheme to spur sales, inviting prominent local women to help sell in the 
shop.

�e Red Cross Chapter in Montclair, New Jersey, reported in the February 15, 
1928, issue of the Red Cross Courier that for almost �ve years, it had run a thrift shop 
that 

sells partially used clothing, household goods, and other articles contributed 
by members of the community, distributes books and magazines to “shut-
ins,” students, and prisons, and arranges for the “rehabilitation” of toys to be 
given away at Christmas. . . . �e pro�ts on sales over and above all expenses 
are su�cient to support two scholarships and aid the visiting nurses’ service.17

For the Salvation Army, too, the stores 
were becoming more important. In the 
1920s, clothes started being separated 
out from rag piles to be hung on hangers 
for display. According to the army’s thrift-
shop managers, who “emphasized the sale 
of old pictures, lamps, vases, household 
items that were known as ‘bric-a-brac,’ 
and especially of furniture,” these items 
were more expensive to collect, but they 
brought in signi�cantly more money per 
sale than bulk rag and paper sales. By 1929, its thrift stores east of the Mississippi were 
enjoying more income than its paper sales and were covering half the annual budget.18

�ought started being given to merchandising, location, and salesmanship. By 
1935, large Salvation Army thrift shops in New York and Philadelphia, which were 
making more than 75 percent of their income from store sales, were displaying nice 
items together in a particular area in an e�ort to attract antiques dealers and collectors. 
�e �rst jobs that men in the program were assigned changed, too—from helping in 
the baling room and unloading trucks to sorting, repairing, and pricing. 
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Patronizing second-hand shops was still done at arm’s length, socially speaking, 
although clearly someone was shopping there. In April 1931, the Journal of Home 
Economics included an item on using second-hand furniture for a �rst apartment or 
home. �e article, submitted by two authors from Columbia University’s Teachers 
College, discusses an exhibit at the Homemaking Center’s annual meeting in Holyoke, 
Massachusetts, in which several rooms were furnished “for initial housekeeping” with 
re�nished second-hand furniture at a cost of $100—“well within the reach of a very 
modest income”—as well as a student’s project successfully rehabilitating the living 
space of a Harlem family almost entirely with second-hand items.19 Shopping for 
second-hand items was acceptable for some but still not pitched as a thrift strategy for 
everyone.

By the 1950s, the Salvation Army stores were being 
redesigned to make shopping more convenient and 
appealing. In Petaluma, California, in 1957, Captain 
George Duplain came up with a new slogan for the 
more stylish store: “A place where good neighbors 
may shop with dignity.” Gains continued to be made 
in revenue, with stores passing the million dollar mark 
in the 1960s. �e biggest change was a consistent new 
sophistication in merchandising. �e army produced 
a manual on rules for store operation that dealt with 
customer relations, inventory control, pricing policy, 
and display.20

THE TRANSGRESSIVE  
THRILL OF A BARGAIN
�e thrift shop was developing a more nuanced personality. When Straus exhorted 
the nation to “get back to the ways of Benjamin Franklin,” he did not grapple with 
the fact that Mr. Franklin—in his later years, at least—had little taste for eliminating 
“waste, extravagance, debauchery, riotous living, arti�cial social and business prac-
tices.” Benjamin Franklin, source of many pithy aphorisms about life, appreciated 
that, in the wrong hands, thrift could be a bore, a vice as much as a virtue. Franklin 
did not make a fetish of thrift, but he did love irreverence. His sophistication was such 
that he could appreciate that, like all ideals, thrift is in the eye of the beholder. From 
one point of view, thrift shops were mean places where downtrodden people could 
make limited choices from the leavings of others; an emerging alternative was that 
thrift shops were mysterious places that allowed people to subvert the system, subvert 
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meaning about what things were worth, where something could be made out of noth-
ing or undeserved treasure could be found. 

�e promotion of thrift and the value of saving made great inroads in society in the 
�rst half of the twentieth century. My grandmother Luba, a total capitalist, was con-
stantly on her guard to be frugal; meanwhile, she did her best to have everything look 
glamorous and abundant and to lavish treats on her grandchildren. She saved every-
thing. Fear of scarcity played in her mind; savings and thrift were ways of propitiating 
the abyss. And she loved �nding a bargain. 

According to my mother, Luba perused thrift and second-hand shops for a num-
ber of things, from bed jackets to dishes. She kept an eye out for a particular kind of 
terrycloth slippers that she favored—popular at the time, unused pairs made their 
way frequently enough to thrift shops. When she bought clothing or linens, she paid 
close attention to the quality of the fabric and examined the seams—double-stitched 
showed that a garment was well made. Even when buying retail, thrift was important. 
As my mother was growing up in New York City, my grandmother would take her to 
Saks or Bloomingdales to buy clothes. My mother remembers one winter coat that 
was on sale, really warm, very good quality, and to my mother’s mind, appallingly 
ugly. My grandmother purchased it one size too big so that my mother would be able 
to wear it for more than one season. �en she took her out to dinner.

Luba loved to �nd furniture that been left on the street for the Sanitation Department 
to dispose of. So as not to be seen recuperating discards, she would hail a taxi on the 
avenue close by and tell the driver that she had a chair to take for repair but could not 
carry it herself. �en they would stop outside her “house,” pick up the chair, and take 
it to a furniture repair man she knew on Amsterdam Avenue. She found her antique 
bedroom set at an apartment estate sale. If someone asked about the chair or the chest, 
she thought it socially preferable to say that she had bought it at auction. Buying 
something from somebody’s apartment was the bottom of the shoppers’ social order, 
even if a little better than rescuing furniture from the street. Getting something that 
cost little but looked as though it cost a lot provided a thrill: not only was the object 
pleasing but it allowed her to play in very much the way that horri�ed Jean Worth. 
Years later, in the same way, the local thrift shop provided old ball gowns for my sisters 
and me to play dress up. 

SECOND-GENERATION THRIFT
My grandmother passed her hawk eyes on to her daughter, my mother, who distin-
guished herself from her mother by having no interest in glamour or appearances 
whatsoever but who, nonetheless, likes to acquire things that are unique and underval-
ued and to give presents. My mother, Anna Lou, has lots of possessions and very high 
standards—cotton must be 100 percent, frying pans should be cast iron, chocolate 
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can only be dark, furniture should be wood, pillows can only be down, jewelry should 
be old, and silver can only be silver. She is an Olympics-caliber thrift shopper—a 
connoisseur not only of thrift shops but also of garage and yard sales, junk shops, 
second-hand stores, factory outlets, discounters, and dollar stores. If she has to buy 
something not available in one of these establishments, getting a deal is still para-
mount. In extremis, she will frequent an outlet. She likes to buy only things that are 
on sale, are discounted, or used. 

As a shopper, my mother disdains anything that is expensive or disposable. In her 
view, people who buy retail are either rich or fools and most likely both. She does not 
give a �g about what others think of her consumption habits, even though her chil-
dren and friends have given pet names to some of her more outlandish items—”the 
wimple,” for instance, was a hat/headdress she wore against the cold. �e white hat 
promoting Coca-Cola that she unselfconsciously wore practically daily one summer 
to the Wadawanuck Yacht Club in Stonington, Connecticut, was so non-U as to 
defy parody. A former bank vice president, she is proud that most of her extensive 
wardrobe and possessions have been found at thrift shops or their equivalent. Finding 
something that has been used but is “perfectly good” is as worthy a pursuit as any 
other kind of productivity. Even better is �nding treasure—Art Deco silverware, say—
mixed in with the dusty jumble in a junk shop and rescuing it at low cost to grace a 
daughter’s dining table. Whereas my grandmother’s presents always came in elaborate 
packages festooned with ribbons, lace, and baubles, my mother’s presents often are 
presented in the paper bag she was given at the shop.

My mother, militantly generous in her own way, also sees thrift in moral terms. She 
installed a swimming pool to delight her son-in-law and grandchildren, but she had 
the heater taken out because she feels that a heated pool is pro�igate. She is appalled 
that her grandchildren do not really pay attention to which clothes are dirty and 
which are clean but just throw them all in the wash, resulting in wasted water. When 
I suggested that the children do their own laundry, she objected because they would 
use the dryer and waste electricity rather than hang their things carefully out to dry. 
Also, I suspect, properly spoiled grandchildren should not have to do their own laun-
dry when at grandma’s house. She does not see any real purpose in paper towels or 
store-bought garbage bags. To her, these are luxuries so useless that they do not even 
deliver pleasure—in other words, true waste. Even though her family is the object of 
her generosity, she does not trust any of us to be thrifty. Even as she worries that I 
am wasting money left and right, she o�ers me cashmere sweaters (“only 25 cents!” 
she crows), brings me two chandeliers (so I can choose the one I like best), and pays 
close attention to the lists of perishable electronics that her grandchildren feel are “les 
musts,” as the Cartier people say.
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THRIFT GOES MAINSTREAM 
In the second half of the twentieth century, against a backdrop of growing consump-
tion, increased immigration, and loosening social strictures, thrift shops became a 
more acceptable and familiar location for domestic activity. �rift shops became 
places where one could acquire quantity (for instance, costumes for the school play), 
learn how to evaluate the quality of goods, and �nd items of value that had been over-
looked. �ey began to be frequented by the middle class. 

After World War II, the quantity of things available to Americans increased expo-
nentially. More and more �nished goods were purchased on the market rather than 
built and crafted at home. Choices, even for those of low socioeconomic status, became 
abundant. Low-priced goods made overseas were being imported, and people started 
to �nd that possessing lots of stu� did not free them from the desire to accumulate 
more. As mass-produced goods proliferated, the status of “new” grew. To take in the 
new, at some point one had to get rid of the old, even if it was not used up. �ere was 
more and more that could be donated to the thrift shop, and the variety and quality 
of goods one could �nd there increased just as well. �e willingness of thrift shops to 
come and collect the stu� one wanted to get rid of was a huge service—a convenience 
presciently promoted by the Salvation Army as early the 1930s, under Evangeline 
Booth’s command. 

�e discovery that one could �nd items of high quality in thrift shops was powerful 
enough that this information was passed back to lower-class women, who had inher-
ited the idea that these were dubious places to shop. For instance, in an article that 
Rosemary Specian published in 1969 in the Journal of Home Economics, about training 
women on public assistance in Philadelphia for jobs as homemaker aides, she describes 
an assignment the women were given in comparative shopping. �e students were to 
purchase items of children’s clothing at a diverse array of shops, including large depart-
ment stores, neighborhood shops, and discount and thrift shops:

Each group returned with children’s clothing they had purchased and 
compared prices, color, quality, and construction. Several of the women in the 
class took these garments home for their children to wear during the ten-week 
class period. A record of wearing times, washings, and mending or repairing 
was kept. . . . �e students were surprised to �nd that the clothes from the 
most expensive stores did not always wear well and that neighborhood stores 
did not always provide the best buy. Although they were not too pleased with 
the idea of shopping in a secondhand or thrift shop, in the �nal evaluation it 
was obvious to them that the thrift shop selections were the best buys of the 
group.21 
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THE HIPPIE ECONOMY
�rift shops bene�ted hugely not only from the popular rejection of conformity, 
materialism, and standardization in the 1960s but also from broadening notions of 
what constituted good taste. In his history of the Salvation Army, Somebody’s Brother, 
E. H. McKinley acknowledges that in those years “the Army gladly cashed in on the 
public demand for nostalgic and bizarre clothing.”22 And, indeed, when I was about 
�fteen, wearing second-hand fur coats became very popular in my set. None of us, of 
course, could a�ord to buy a new fur coat, and even thinking about doing so seemed 
ludicrous and stu�y. But the style of the day among the girls my age was hip-hugger 
bellbottom jeans, frayed at the hem, over well-worn Frye boots, and all covered in the 
cloak of an old fur. �ese we obtained from grandmothers’ and mothers’ closets or 
from thrift shops. I remember going to a shop in the East Village, in an un�nished, 
undecorated warehouse space on the second �oor of a shabby quasi-commercial build-
ing, and �nding racks of old fur coats, with worn patches and even in some cases rips. 
Of course, we wanted to �nd ones that had the fewest rips and were in the best shape, 
but since the designs of all these coats from the postwar years were capacious, it was 
more important to �nd ones that o�ered a semblance of �t, so you could move with-
out being swamped by material. 

�ese were beloved but not honored items; we would wear them sitting on the �oor 
in the corridors of our high school or lie wrapped up in them in the meadows around 
Central Park’s Bethesda Fountain or, when they had become too hot or unwieldy, 
leave them in heaps in the nearest available corner. Besides being warm, part of the 
pleasure they imparted was at once the luxury of the fur with all its expensive high-
society allusions and the fact that they were very cheap to acquire and often in bad 
shape, so they did not need to be taken care of like some really valuable item. But 
then, as the fashion spread, used fur coats started becoming too expensive, even sec-
ond hand, and so we gave them up as dated and also as a false projection of femininity. 
As one girlfriend shockingly remarked, “Women who wear fur coats don’t know how 
to use their own fur to keep warm.”

By the mid-1970s, when I was in college, “vintage” shops became popular, particu-
larly in areas traversed by college students. �e clothes in these places were inexpen-
sive—used leather jackets, old jeans and party dresses, housedresses from the 1940s, 
and stilettos from the early sixties. �ere were also more expensive pieces—really well-
preserved and cared-for cottons and linens that had been undergarments or night-
clothes when people routinely wore many more layers of clothing than we did. I 
remember many beloved items that to this day remind me of how I felt at the time 
and who I thought I was—one short-sleeved dress with a full skirt, bias cut, that fell 
beneath the knee, found in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in, probably, 1971. It was 
made of a shiny, soft, somewhat frayed, white polyester, with swirling patterns of 
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bluish �owers, in the style of a 1940s suit dress. �ough it was really a little too big 
for me, I nonetheless wore it throughout the summer for years. At the same shop, I 
also got a hefty brown suede bomber jacket lined with red wool, padded and frayed at 
the cu�s and the collar (also too big), that made me feel as invincible as Snoopy, the 
World War I �ying ace. �e line between dressing and playing dress-up was happily 
fuzzy. I have been invited to only one explicit garden party in my life, and it was in 
those years, but I knew exactly what to wear: an old chemise of muslin and lace, over a 
full slip, which I cleverly held together with a lilac grosgrain ribbon. Whoever wore it 
originally may have thought of it as underwear, but to me it screamed “garden party.”

Vintage shops were really edited versions of the stu� available in thrift shops, and as 
fashions dated, style avatars returned to the source to revive other forgotten garments. 
In Spree: A Cultural History of Shopping, Pamela Kla�ke identi�es Woody Allen’s Annie 
Hall (1977) as the �rst character to bring thrift-shop style to the national stage, fol-
lowed in the 1980s by Madonna and her edgier bustier-anchored look, and then, in 
the early 1990s, by grunge god Kurt Cobain and his consort Courtney Love’s styling 
of the kinderwhore.23 

THRIFT 2.0
Shopping in thrift shops continues to suggest thrift, originality, and chic. No longer 
just stopgaps for the �nancially challenged, thrift shops have become the terrain of the 
savvy shopper. It is no longer shameful to buy secondhand. Even the New York Times
agrees: on the “Personal Business” page of the June 24, 2006, edition, the headline of 
a full-page article declares, “Savings Outweigh Any Stigma at Upscale Consignment 
Shops.”24 

According to the National Association of Resale and �rift Shops—which promotes 
resale as “recycling”—there are more than twenty thousand resale, thrift, and consign-
ment shops (pro�t and nonpro�t) operating in the United States today. While overall 
U.S. retail sales grew 24 percent from 1997 to 2002 (to $3.1 trillion), the Census 
Bureau reports that, over the same �ve-year period, used-merchandise stores grew by 
29 percent to $7.8 billion in sales. In 2002, the bureau listed 18,207 used-merchan-
dise establishments, with a combined total of 117,776 paid employees and an annual 
payroll of $1.7 billion.25 �ese numbers suggest that, from the consumer’s point of 
view, the stigma of buying secondhand is fading.

For many, the message that “used” (let’s say, “pre-owned”) delivers is no longer 
“shabby” but “open-minded,” socially �exible, and “good value.” “Shabby chic” has 
become a style category of its own. Our feelings about the value of old things have 
changed somewhat: something does not have to be a rare antique or a family heir-
loom to have a history on which meaning accrues. Even short of becoming serious 
collectors, people unaccountably develop a�ection for certain objects or classes of 
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objects—old books or tools or china—that increase their value. Look at what has hap-
pened to Fiestaware and kitchen furniture from the 1950s.

Today’s thrift shoppers may have a multitude of motives: a desire to express indi-
viduality, a lack of interest or concern in matters of class, a wish to acquire designer 
labels for less and to appear of higher class than one can a�ord, an unwillingness to 
be counted among those co-opted by corporate capitalism and power branding, the 
ability to spot treasure overlooked by others, and a willingness to get by with less. 
Accordingly, thrift shopping is promoted in various forms and venues from the main-
stream magazine Real Simple to the web site �e Dollar Stretcher (www.stretcher.com/
menu/�rst.cfm) to the pseudoreligious Reverend Billy, who preaches for “local econo-
mies and real—not mediated through products—experience” through his Church of 
Stop Shopping (www.revbilly.com).

Some are using the thrift-shop idea as a way of building communities around the 
ideal of sustainable living and in counterpoint to a culture perceived as wasteful, insa-
tiable, super�cial, and uncaring. Wanting to “stay true to the charitable spirit of thrift-
ing,” �ethriftshopper.com is a web site for thrifters looking to help nonpro�t causes 
as they shop. Its founders and designers, Michael and Cookie Gold, have compiled 
a searchable database of 8,400-plus charity-driven thrift shops around the country. 
Michael thinks the list will top out at ten thousand shops, perhaps even twelve thou-
sand. �e Golds distinguish between charity-driven thrift shops and resale or consign-
ment shops, listing only the former because they want to promote nonpro�t thrift 
shops, not-for-pro�t businesses that may seem to be charities. “[D]onors . . . are 
misled by the fact that the business has the word thrift in [its] name. Now anyone who 
wants to support a charity by shopping or donating can use our directory and be sure 
that their [sic] monies and donations do indeed support those charities.” 

Buying secondhand �ts nicely with current ideals about environmental conserva-
tion. �rift shops actively appeal to those interested in recycling, who see thrifting 
as an antidote to wasteful consumption and over�owing land�lls. One page of the 
Salvation Army’s Canadian web site is headed “Recycling since 1890.”26 Some indi-
viduals are bypassing the idea of purchasing altogether with clothing swap events, 
such as �riftOn and Swap-O-Rama Rama, which are organized and publicized via 
the Internet and hosted at di�erent locales in cities across the country.27 Often con-
sidered a community service, these e�orts are motivated by a desire both to recycle 
and to move away from our highly consumerized contemporary culture. (Of course, 
in a footnote of postmodern irony, mass-market clothing manufacturers like Urban 
Out�tters, Abercrombie, and Aeropostale are getting hip to the trend and are design-
ing and selling clothing that aims to look like thrift-shop �nds—vintage T-shirts, 
team jackets, etc.)28 
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THRIFT IS GOOD BUSINESS
Over time, the goals of the many charities running thrift shops shifted from their orig-
inal purpose of lifting up the poor in their own communities by providing employ-
ment to making money to support their mission. Suzanne Horne, in her book Charity 
Shops: Retailing, Consumption & Society, analyzes English thrift shops—she calls them 
“charity shops”—as having four main functions:

to provide a method of raising unallocated funds that can be used for any 
purpose . . . to provide a social service, o�ering cheap goods to those custom-
ers who cannot a�ord to shop at commercial retail outlets . . . to raise aware-
ness of its particular charitable cause . . . [and] the recycling of goods, or the 
“green” function. . . .

She writes that “as the economic potential of the shops became evident, commercial-
ization and pro�t making became a main reason for selling goods. Most charities go 
into retailing in order to make money, which will in turn enable them to carry out 
their individual primary purpose. . . .”29

With the potential of becoming more pro�table, thrift shops upped their pro�le by 
moving to better locations that could attract more shoppers with more money. (�is is 
not a new idea. Indeed, the Salvation Army store management noted the importance 
of this as early as the 1930s.30) Housing Works—a group of New York City charity 
shops that raise money for people with AIDS—has a stylish edge, stores in popular 
neighborhoods, attractive window displays, and an auction site on the Web. Its vari-
ous enterprises in New York City—thrift shops, a secondhand bookstore and café, a 
catering business—are stylish and sophisticated, designed to be pro�table businesses 
that fund the organization’s e�orts as well as provide meaningful work for clients of 
its services. �rift is not an explicit part of its values, which it publishes and which 
involve not passing judgment on others, direct action, and human rights. Housing 
Works’ shops choose the secondhand objects they sell for quality and style. Much 
thought goes into the arrangement and chic of objects displayed in the shop windows, 
which are auctioned online—for instance, a barely worn light-camel-colored pair of 
Bruno Magli open-toe, pebbled sling backs, lined in gold leather in my size, minimum 
bid $35, was auctioned o� on September 5. Of course, they will not go for that, I 
think. I bid $60 online and am surprised to get them for $38.50. (Housing Works, in 
an indication of its seriousness, suggested I donate the di�erence.) �ey will make a 
good Christmas present for one of my sisters.

�e Internet has taken on an increasingly important role in the thrift-shop mar-
ketplace, allowing charities as well as others to sell secondhand goods to the highest 
bidder. Goodwill Industries claims to have started the �rst nonpro�t Internet auc-
tion site, in 1999. �e site, shopgoodwill.com, allows the organization to o�er its 
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donated goods to a much larger public. Similar to the way that thrift shops were able 
to play a role in a neighborhood almost a century ago by encouraging community and 
bringing people together to share, swap, or recycle goods, Craigslist.org has multiple 
community-based message boards where individuals can barter, buy, or get free goods 
and services, recycle objects, �nd work, and help one another. �e idea of the thrift 
shop has evolved into eBay and the like, where bargain seekers with a credit card 
can anonymously join the mass-market hunt for both the cheap and the precious. 
(Pierre Omidyar, founder of eBay, the pioneering and hugely successful world-as-
thrift-shop community, became a millionaire many times over. Simon Straus would 
�nd in his story the perfect example of the thrift ethic: inspired to create a worldwide 
local network, community, and market, Omidyar created enormous wealth and now 
has retired to be a philanthropist, setting up the Omidyar Network—as has his engi-
neering partner, Je� Skoll, who runs the Skoll Foundation.)

TOO MUCH OF A MUCHNESS
�e problem with my thrift-shopping habits is that they are outmoded—re�exive 
instead of e�ective. I do not need more stu�. For example, I have a trunk full of fab-
rics—all shapes, sizes—that I keep for the curtains, upholstery, and repairs I intend to 
make someday, along with a sewing machine that I use about once every three years. 
�e reality of my life is that sitting down to the family sewing is at this point pure 
extravagance. Time is the most costly commodity: it is far more e�cient to pick up a 
pair of jeans for one of my kids from practically anywhere than to sit down and sew 
up a pair. And, frankly, watching a TV show with my son is of greater value to me. 
Despite my awareness of this, I continually ponder more potential projects and �nds. 
�is habit may be part of the reason my mother does not really trust me to be thrifty. 

My thrift and saving are expressions of sentimentality toward the past and uneasi-
ness about the future. For example, I keep not only my own sewing box, given to me 
by a friend of my grandmother’s when I was about twelve, but also my grandmother’s 
own sewing box. Both these objects hold a history of personal thrift, although neither 
is frequently useful. �ey are like keepsake boxes that reassure me from time to time 
that not everything has changed. Inside are buttons, zippers, ribbons, bobbins, spools 
of thread, remnants, snaps, pins, pieces of string, the odd unattached key, skeins of 
wool, a yard of lace, some emery boards, bobby pins: I am prepared for any kind of 
couture emergency. I do not think I fear scarcity as my grandmother did, but I fear 
not being prepared. Mostly I hate the idea of not having them.

In addition to all the stu� I have, there is a seemingly in�nite abundance of more 
available, for sale at any price point. If I want to save money on clothing, I am 
not limited to the thrift shop. I can get designer items at sample sales or designer 
knocko�s at department stores, Isaac Mizrahi at Target, or Karl Lagerfeld at H&M. 
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In New York City, the cost of fashions worn by 
women on a bus is very similar to the pricing 
of airplane seats—you might have bought your 
handbag retail when it just came out, the woman 
in front of you may have purchased it overseas at 
a discount, the woman across the aisle may have 
picked it up for a song at Da�y’s (which brands 
itself as o�ering “bargains for millionaires”), 
and the students up front got theirs from street 
vendors hawking copies in the West 30s. Our 
notions of value have changed. Clothing, furni-
ture, stu� can be forever, or it can be disposable. 
In my New York City neighborhood, which is 
largely made up of immigrant families from the 

Caribbean and Central America, there are dollar stores that sell a lot of household 
merchandise o� brand (from shampoo to notebooks to phone jacks) and depart-
ment stores that sell overage or seconds from big-name labels (for instance, Diesel or 
Sevens jeans at twenty-�ve dollars a pair). �e young ladies at 157th and Broadway 
are just as fashionable as their peers in Soho.

What I end up buying is a mix—sandals at an outlet for $19.99, a Norma Kamali 
gown at a designer’s sample sale for $500 (and then tailoring for $150), a pair of tennis 
shorts at a thrift shop for $1.50, a well-crafted sofa for $3,000 (50 percent discount 
for a �oor sample), old wood bookcases for $25 each from Craigslist.org. �ere is such 
variety to play with that my spending is not restricted to a particular aesthetic or class. 
�e current “look” is playing an ever-greater role in all of our lives, yet I am constantly 
calculating how to get whatever I want to buy for less.31 And insofar as I am able to 
create wealth in my household while engaging with others, I try to get rid of the stu� 
spilling out of closets and corners—outgrown toys, clothes, sports equipment, furni-
ture made redundant by moving, curtains that have been replaced, kitchen equipment 
never really used (ice cream and popcorn makers), insu�ciently appreciated gifts—by 
selling what I can, giving some as presents, and donating to thrift shops. �e last resort 
is putting stu� out with the trash, although, frankly, I sometimes suspect that that 
would be the most sensible thing to do.

�rift and luxury are entirely intertwined, for one cannot exist without the other. 
In any circumstance, people routinely make judgments on where to scrimp (or if 
not scrimp, get value for one’s dollar) and where to indulge, whether on the level of 
deciding to have a turkey for a Sunday dinner or of making sure you are not being 
overcharged by the �ve-star restaurant. As managers of their families and households, 
women are continuously making these choices—which purchases can wait, who has a 
birthday coming up, who needs shoes—constantly balancing necessity and pleasure. 
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But the tendency to see thrift and luxury as opposites still endures. Generally, we are 
likely to be more critical of others’ choices than we are of our own. In �e Economics 
of the Household, Benjamin Andrews acknowledges this human frailty:

Indeed it would be well if we gave up entirely our present concept of luxury, 
which is largely an envious criticism of others who have things which we 
do not possess. We might better check each his own spending in terms of 
individual welfare and the results of our spending on social welfare. In the 
smallest income family there is some margin of spending for tobacco, drink, 
unwise selection of food, clothing, and other commodities, poorly chosen 
recreative and cultural goods, that bring to the family less of satisfactions that 
it might secure on a better regulated scheme of spending.32

While it is true that everyone sometimes makes poor choices, making a place for the 
giving and receiving of pleasure is also, after all, what the practice of thrift allows one 
to do. 

THE LUXE AND VOLUPTÉ OF  
THRIFT SHOPPING
Finally, in this age and culture of surfeit, luxury today is about time, not stu�. Because 
successful thrift shopping requires browsing, thrift shops require time. So for me, 
thrift shopping at its best is a leisure activity to do with women I love. Unless you 
are in search of a very basic item—t-shirts, say—you do not go to a thrift shop with 
speci�c expectations. In that way, thrift shopping is very di�erent from the home eco-
nomics principle of making a list and buying only what you need. You do not go to 
a thrift shop for the service because, unless you have a personal relationship with the 
store personnel, there is not any. You go with the idea of browsing, spending time, and 
being open to �nding anything from the practical to the frivolous.

Although thrift shops were originally organized by men who aimed to help their 
downtrodden fellows, the keeping of thrift shops (excepting the big chains) has turned 
easily over to women, who support the hundreds of small shops around the country. 
�eir patronage not only as shoppers but also as volunteers and employees bene�ts 
various charities. In many small towns, these independent thrift shops are a gathering 
place for women in the community. 

I visited one, near White River Junction, in Vermont: I do not remember its name 
and the town currently has at least six. It was on the main square. As a couple of local 
elderly female clerks tended the cash register, folded donated linens, and chatted com-
panionably, I browsed the racks and shelves. My �nds: a red-straw boater, a leather 
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change wallet I have never used, old kid gloves (for my mother, who repurposes them 
for gardening), and a pair of L. L. Bean thick, khaki trousers. 

Because thrift shops are not conducive to directed shopping, they can be frustrat-
ing to the goal-oriented. Perhaps this is one of the reasons you do not often see men 
hanging out there. Indeed, none of the men I have ever known has suggested stopping 
in at a thrift shop. Occasionally, one has accompanied me when we have been look-
ing for, say, a dresser or a dining room table. Not that they do not exist, but not one 
man I have ever known personally has ever been caught up in the spell of undirected 
wandering and looking over what the shop has in store.

�rift shops are great places to explore possibilities not only of thrift but also of gen-
erosity, gift giving, and pleasure. �ey are places to practice the arts of discretionary 
spending, unique in the invitation they o�er to indulge one’s acquisitive desires and 
feel virtuous at the same time. One of the things my mother really loves about thrift 
shops is knowing that, when she walks in, if she �nds something she really wants, 
chances are she will be able to a�ord it.

In his book A �eory of Shopping, Daniel Miller, who studies material culture and, in 
this case, the shopping habits of women in North London, posits that a woman’s rou-
tine shopping behavior is one way she expresses the importance of her relationships. 
Shopping is a ritual of devotion to her family, behavior by which she tends the rela-
tionships that matter to her. In her purchases, she creates who she thinks these people 
are and who she wants them to be, considering what she gauges to be necessities and 
treats for her loved ones as well as how she can make economies. �rift is central to 
how she chooses to spend her money, when to scrimp, when to spend. 

Recently, while I was spending a summer weekend at my mother’s house, she took 
me on a tour of local thrift shops—to assess the wares, as it were. Our �rst stop was 
the COMO, the thrift shop in her Connecticut town. �e COMO, which started as 
a local community center in 1946, supports a variety of local programs, among them 
a preschool, low-cost meals for the elderly, and recreation and pottery classes. Its thrift 
shop is a place where you can �nd all manner of old stu�, from furniture to co�ee 
pots, the odd dish, sunglasses more or less from the 1980s (my mother buys all her 
sunglasses here because, as she points out, they always get lost), and lots of clothes for 
suburban women and children. We cruised for awhile but did not �nd too much. We 
picked over the china o�erings—I considered some old plates, which I rejected when 
my mother told me they were junk. I got a plastic wall plate and a brown suede box. I 
passed up a cat carrier as too heavy and unwieldy and later regretted it when I needed 
to take our family kitty to the vet in a picnic basket. 

We moved on to the Mystic Women’s Club �rift Shop, which is a smaller store 
sta�ed by volunteers. �ey were having a three-dollar-bag sale—all the clothes you 
could �t in a brown grocery bag for three dollars. �ere was a skirt I liked, but it 
was too small; I settled for two pairs of shorts—not enough to �ll the bag—and a 
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phone answering machine, never used, $7.99. I told my mother to forget the pants 
she wanted to buy my �fteen-year-old son. First of all, they did not fall into the fairly 
rigorous category of what he considers jeans; and, second, the label revealed that they 
were originally marketed to women—the kiss of death for any garment’s hope of join-
ing his wardrobe. 

What this relaxed and easy Saturday was all about was not really getting stu� cheap 
or even the stu� itself, although I am wearing the shorts and using the phone machine. 
�e satisfactions of our thrift-shopping experience were perhaps the values of thrift 
itself—spending time with my mother, talking through possibilities of pro�t and loss, 
recycling used things, thinking about others, knitting an experience together in sup-
port of our joint enterprise of family and community. �is was mother–daughter 
quality time, the quality being in our creating meaning together and for each other, 
exploring our shared and separate tastes, values, and judgments, feeling out where the 
boundaries are. Although we can practice thrift at thrift shops, for me and mine, they 
also o�er the thrill of pro�igacy, the luxury of browsing, and a connection to where 
we came from and where we still want to be.
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The History  
of National  
Thrift Week

In 1916, with the First World War looming imminently on the horizon, the 
leaders of America’s major civic organizations launched an ambitious education 
campaign designed to ready the American public for a wartime economy. Dubbed 

“National �rift Week” and sponsored primarily by the Young Men’s Christian 
Association (Y.M.C.A.), the campaign became a recurring celebration, beginning each 
year on January 17, in honor of the birthday of Benjamin Franklin, the “American 
apostle of thrift.” 

�e activities of National �rift Week were guided by several speci�c principles and 
behaviors and each was given its own day. Hence, Americans joined together every 
January in celebrating “Have a Bank Account Day,” “Invest Safely Day,” “Carry Life 
Insurance Day,” “Keep a Budget Day,” “Pay Bills Promptly Day,” “Own Your Home 
Day,” and “Share with Others Day”. �en, as today, critics often maligned thrift as 
simple hoarding, but these principles demonstrate how the founders envisioned �rift 
Week as so much more—they saw it not as a way to encourage miserly behavior, 
but instead to cultivate responsible consumerism and civic progress. Rather than 
self-denial, the goal was self-
control. �e word, “thrift,” after 
all, �nds its root in the phrase 
“to thrive,” so it should come as 
no surprise that the slogan for 
�rift Week was “For Success 
and Happiness.”

Even after the war had ended, 
the relatively prosperous decade 
of the 1920s witnessed the 
peak celebrations of National 
�rift Week. By that time, the 
Y.M.C.A. had lined up a broad 
array of cosponsors, ranging 
from the Girl Scouts and Boy 
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Scouts to the American Red Cross and the U.S. Postal 
Service, totaling some �fty partnering organizations. 
�rift Week celebrations were held in cities and towns 
across the nation. In a testament to their popular-
ity, President Calvin Coolidge’s secretary, C. Bascom 
Slemp, rather wearily wrote in response to yet another 
request from some local thrift leaders, “Among the 
most frequent [requests for a comment from President 
Coolidge] are requests for statements to be used in 
thrift campaigns.” Coolidge, himself, was seen by his 
countrymen as a paragon of thrift at the time, due in 
some measure to his political agenda (which included 
paying down the national debt and lowering taxes), but 
also in large part to the public perception of him as a 
frugal New England farmer.

At the community level, banks were usually more than happy to work with their 
local Y.M.C.A. to promote �rift Week—especially Have a Bank Account Day—
and merchants often ran special �rift Week sales (wise spending, indeed). On the 
national level, the American Bankers’ Association, the Associated Advertising Clubs of 
the World, the Association of Life Insurance Presidents, the Farm Mortgage Bankers’ 
Association of America, and the Retail Credit Men’s National Association all did their 
part to encourage responsible spending and investing. �e enthusiasm for National 
�rift Week carried over from the public sphere into areas of national government as 
well, drawing sponsorship from the U.S. Bureau of the Budget, the U.S. Department 
of Commerce, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

True to the nature of their campaign, �rift Week organizers were prodigious in 
their output of programs, speeches, publications, and educational initiatives such as 
institutionalized thrift curricula in public schools and wide-reaching essay contests. 
�ere were even public spectacles like thrift parades. By some estimates, the e�orts of 
some town thrift committees cost less than $100, but they reportedly inspired behav-
iors that would grow many hundreds of dollars in wealth for participants.

So what happened to National �rift Week? Where did it go? Who wouldn’t want 
to partake in activities that would grow their wealth by several hundred dollars? 
Especially when one considers that several hundred dollars in the 1920s would have 
been the rough equivalent of several thousand dollars today!

National �rift Week �zzled out in 1966, after being passed from one sponsor 
to another. Around that same time, thrift as a national virtue seems to have faded 
from the collective public consciousness as well. As the ensuing decades passed, our 
nation entered more wars, endured periods of economic downturn, and watched 

Thrift Brochure.indd   31 12/27/11   2:42 PM



It’s Still Smart to Be Thrifty 32

complacently as both personal and national debt ballooned exponentially, seemingly 
without ever feeling any urgency to revive thrift as a cherished value.

Now, more than ever, as we face harsh economic times once again, we should turn 
back to our old friend, thrift. It may be just the thing to drag us out of this recession, 
and once the economy rebounds and enters the next cycle of growth, our newfound 
appreciation of thrift will be crucial in keeping us on the right track. We will need 
to teach our children once more how to spend prudently, save abundantly, invest 
wisely, and give generously. �ese lessons need to be instilled in them not just in the 
classroom, but also by example from the supermarket to the stock market �oors to the 
halls of power in our nation’s capital. We’ve already lost a few decades, so the sooner 
we start, the better. Let’s do it. Let’s commit ourselves to the task in front of us the way 
earlier generations did. Let’s bring back �rift Week!

Take the  
Thrift  
Challenge!

How thrifty are you? Take the �rift Challenge to see how you measure up! 
Earn points for thrifty behavior—the more points you earn, the more levels 
you unlock. More importantly, as you hone these thrifty behaviors over 

time, you’re sure to also notice a positive impact in your real-world �nances. 

http://itunes.apple.com/us/artist/templeton-press/id329379330
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Books on Thrift

Forgive Us Our Debts: 
�e Intergenerational Dangers of Fiscal Irresponsibility
Andrew Yarrow 
ISBN: 978-03001-2353-1

Franklin’s �rift:�e History of a Lost American Virtue 
David Blankenhorn, Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, 
and Sorcha Brophy-Warren
ISBN: 978-1-59947-148-8

�rift: A Cyclopedia
David Blankenhorn
ISBN: 978-1-59947-142-6

�rift and Generosity: �e Joy of Giving
John M. Templeton Jr., MD
ISBN: 978-1-932031-71-3

Whatever Happened to �rift?
Why Americans Don’t Save and What to Do about It
Ronald T. Wilcox 
ISBN: 978-03001-2451-4
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Informational  
Links
For a New Thrift

http://newthrift.org

Save for America 
http://www.saveforamerica.org

Thrifty Fun
http://www.thriftyfun.com

Challenge the Leadership in 
Washington!

W ith a few adjustments in our own personal �nancial habits, we can all 
renew a sense of thrift at the individual level, but a nationwide culture 
shift that reestablishes thrift as a core value can only be achieved in the 

context of a broad-based, well-sponsored, and government-backed social movement.
�e Commission on �rift, in conjunction with the Institute for American Values, 

released a report entitled “For a New �rift: Confronting the Debt Culture” wherein 
they o�er several thought-provoking policy recommendations that go hand-in-hand 
with our e�orts to revive National �rift Week. Below, you’ll �nd a sampling of some 
of their challenges to our nation’s leaders:

•	 Reestablish an On-Going, Year-Round Public Education Campaign
•	 Create a �rift Savings Plan Available to All Americans
•	 Support Credit Union Expansion and Innovation
•	 Expand Community Development Finance Institutions
•	 Repurpose the Lottery

Thrift Brochure.indd   34 12/27/11   2:42 PM



It’s Still Smart to Be Thrifty 35

•	 Reform Usury Laws
•	 Keep Credit Card Companies o� Campus
•	 Establish National Opt-Out Savings Regulations
•	 Establish Matched Savings Accounts for Low-Income Adults
•	 Establish Matched Savings Accounts for Children
•	 Establish More and Better School Savings Programs
•	 Create State Commissions on Anti-�rift Institutions
•	 Create a U.S. Financial Products Safety Commission
•	 Help Banks Reach the Unbanked
•	 Question “More Consumer Spending” as a Main Solution to Economic 

Problems
You can �nd more fully developed treatments of these ideas in the full report which 

is available at www.newthrift.org.
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