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e White House is
owned by federal tax pay-
ers, including you and me.
President Barack Obama
doesn’t have to worry about
monthly rental payments to
keep the home.

DEAR MR. MYERS: Pres-
ident Barack Obama obvi-
ously lives in the White
House, but who actually
owns it? Does he have to
pay rent? Also, where do all
of his Republican chal-
lengers live?

ANSWER: e 132-room
White House is owned by
the federal government. e
president and his family are
tenants, but don’t have to
pay any rent: Uncle Sam
picks up the roughly $13
million a year it takes to
maintain it.

Mitt Romney, the former
governor of Massachusetts,
is clearly the largest prop-
erty owner among Obama’s
Republican challengers. He
and his wife’s holdings in-
clude a 5,400-square-foot
lakeside home in
Wolfeboro, N.H., that’s val-
ued at about $10 million,
and a more modest two-
bedroom townhouse that

they purchased in a Boston
suburb two years ago for
$895,000, according to ana-
lysts at real-estate price-
tracking firm Zillow.com.

e Romneys also paid
about $12 million for a sin-
gle-level beachfront home
in the swanky Southern Cal-
ifornia community of La
Jolla in 2008, but have al-
ready filed plans with local
officials to tear it down and
build a larger house on the
lot after his campaign is
over.

Newt Gingrich, the for-
mer House Speaker, lives
with his wife in a 5,200-
square-foot Colonial-style
house that they bought for
$995,000 nearly 12 years
ago in McLean, Va. Despite
the long decline in real es-
tate prices, the Gingrich
home has been a fairly good
investment: It’s now worth
about $1.3 million, or 30
percent more than its origi-
nal purchase price.

Rick Santorum, previ-
ously a Pennsylvania sena-
tor, lives about a half-hour
away in Great Falls, Va. He
and his spouse purchased
their 4,900-square-foot

home on five acres for $2
million in 2007, but Zillow
estimates that it’s now
worth about 35 percent less.

Texas Rep. Ron Paul lives
in a relatively modest four-
bedroom home on a half-
acre in Lake Jackson, about
an hour’s drive from Hous-
ton. He put the house up for
sale at $325,000 last spring,
although Zillow said it was
worth about $263,000.

DEAR MR. MYERS: Real
estate prices in our area are
still pretty weak, so we’d
like to rent our house out
and then sell it when the
market gets better. How
can we find a good tenant?

ANSWER: Obviously,
you’ll need to advertise the
property and collect as
many rental applications as
possible. en check out
your two or three most
promising prospects at a
website such as E-
renter.com (877-332-0078),

where $30 will provide you
with an applicant’s credit
history, eviction report and
even a criminal-record
check.

Verify the income-re-
lated information the ap-
plicant lists by asking for
recent paystubs and then
by calling his or her em-
ployer. Veteran landlords
typically want a tenant
whose pre-tax income is at
least three times the size of
the monthly rent, so he or
she won’t have too much
trouble covering it, as well
as a healthy amount tucked
away in an easily accessible
checking or savings ac-
count that can be tapped in
case he loses his job or gets
hit by unexpected ex-
penses.

Also call the applicant’s
current landlord, as well as
his previous one, to learn
more about his past pay-
ment history and overall
behavior. Even the wealthi-
est applicants can become
nightmare tenants if they
don’t pay their bills or
cause problems for neigh-
bors. One successful
rental-property investor I

know asks an applicant’s
previous landlords one
simple but direct question:
“Would you rent to this
person again?”

Once you have chosen
the best applicant, make
sure that you have him sign
an ironclad rental contract
that reflects any quirks in
local or state rental laws.
You probably can buy one
for a modest sum from
your nearest apartment as-
sociation: To find the clos-
est one, call the
Virginia-based National
Apartment Association at
703-518-6141 or visit
www.naahq.org.

DEAR MR. MYERS: My
wife and I finally got
around to following your
advice by refinancing with
a 30-year fixed-rate loan at
4.1 percent, before rates
started going up again. Our
new monthly payment of
$1,208 for principal and in-
terest is almost exactly
$100 per month less than
our old one. If we take our
savings and use it to apply
a $100 extra principal-only
payment to our new loan

each month, how much
would we save in interest
charges and how much
faster would we pay off the
loan?

ANSWER: You will pay
$184,879 in interest
charges over the next 30
years if you simply stick to
the $1,208 monthly repay-
ment schedule that the
lender gave you for the new
mortgage. If you instead
choose to take the $100 in
monthly savings that you
will reap by refinancing at
today’s lower rates, you will
pay the refinance loan off
in 25 years, 11 months and
also reduce your finance
charges to $155,928. 

at would be a savings
of $28,951 in interest, and
you’d be able to pay the
new loan off more than
four years earlier — per-
haps allowing you to retire
mortgage-free at 62 and
immediately start collect-
ing Social Security benefits,
rather than working an-
other three to five years to
increase your Social Secu-
rity income and use most
or all of it to make pay-
ments on your home loan.
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When Carol Maurer has
a lot on her plate, she finds
it useful to visit the
labyrinth made of river
rocks at the Delaware Art
Museum, in Wilmington.

“It quiets my mind,” said
Maurer, who lives in
Hockessin, Del. “It sets the
path for me so I can spiral
inward.”

Labyrinths, which have
been constructed for thou-
sands of years, have be-
come a popular addition to
hospitals, gardens and
public institutions.

With a single path in and
out, labyrinths are de-
signed to encourage reflec-
tion. They differ from
mazes, which are designed
as puzzles. Labyrinths have
been associated with reli-
gions and cultures
throughout the world.

The number of
labyrinths in the United
States has been steadily in-
creasing for about 15 years,
said Robert Ferre, a
labyrinth builder who
founded Labyrinth Enter-
prises.

“Nowadays they’re so
widespread, it’s more about
how to best utilize them

than what they are,” he said
from San Antonio, Texas.

When he started the
business in 1995, churches
were his primary cus-
tomers. Labyrinths were an
important feature of Euro-
pean Roman Catholic
churches in the Middle
Ages; walking one was a
devotional activity and rep-
resented a spiritual jour-
ney.

The most famous re-
maining labyrinth from
that period is at Chartres
Cathedral, near Paris. Many
newer labyrinths are based
on the Chartres pattern.

They can be constructed
of turf or stone or painted
on pavement.

Today, labyrinths are
widely used in secular
spaces too, said Maurer,
who serves on the board of
The Labyrinth Society, an
organization dedicated to
using and promoting the
paths. She helped get the
labyrinth built near the
sculpture garden at the
Delaware Art Museum.

“People are looking for
ways to travel inward,” she
said. “They’re trying to find
a deeper connection with
themselves that may be
spiritual but not necessar-
ily religious.”

It’s even possible for

homeowners to build
labyrinths themselves in
their yard, with rock, gravel
or mulch, Ferre said. Plans
are available online or
through his company.

Patricia Cadle, the on-
cology chaplain at N.C.
Cancer Hospital in Chapel
Hill, N.C., encourages pa-
tients, family members and
hospital employees to walk
a labyrinth.

The medical facility ded-
icated an outdoor labyrinth
in 2009, and just completed
an indoor one this month
(February).

“It’s a great tool for med-

itation and relaxation,”
Cadle said.

“Labyrinths can help
connect the mind, the body
and the spirit. I think we
can use that when we’re
dealing with disease.”

Allegany College of
Maryland in Cumberland
built a labyrinth in 2005 as
part of its integrative health
program, which focuses on
holistic approaches to heal-
ing. The walking path has
become widely used on
campus, said Cherie Sny-
der, a professor and direc-
tor with the program.

“Many of the faculty here

have incorporated it into
their teaching,” she said.

The community, initially
unsure of the labyrinth,
also has put it to good use,
she said.

“A lot of times people
think it’s a religious cult,”
she said. But once area res-
idents understood the
labyrinth’s history, they
began to visit. Cancer sup-
port groups, church groups
and organizations that
serve the developmentally
disabled have all used the
labyrinth, Snyder said.

“It’s just been a wonder-
ful tool to introduce people

to walking meditation,
walking prayer and com-
muning with nature,” she
said.

Many users feel a
labyrinth inspires creativ-
ity, said Katja Marquart, a
member of The Labyrinth
Society and an associate
professor of interior archi-
tecture at the University of
Wisconsin-Stevens Point.
She has encouraged gradu-
ate students to walk a
labyrinth to help them sort
out their work.

“They always came back
with really great insights,”
she said.

And walking a labyrinth
does not have to be a solo
endeavor, said Amy Mor-
gan, a homeless services
coordinator for The Salva-
tion Army’s Ray and Joan
Kroc Corps Community
Center in Ashland, Ohio,
which has a labyrinth on its
grounds. To build a sense of
community, Morgan walks
through it with a women’s
group she leads.

“As you walk, you are
able to release what you
need to release. You go
back out prepared to reen-
ter the world,” said JoAnn
Shade, corps officer for the
Salvation Army facility.
“You get a sense of, what do
I believe and who am I.”

Labyrinths designed to encourage reflection
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People walk a labyrinth in 2005 at the Allegany College of Maryland in Cumberland, Md. Labyrinths, which have been constructed for thousands of years, have become a popular addition to hospitals, gardens and
public institutions. Designed to have a single path in and out, labyrinths create opportunities for reflection.


