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      To Don, Jackie, and Wyatt

      for my happy home

      And to Camden

      For making me never want

      to live in a big city again

    

  


  
    
      Observing Well and Truly

      Henry David Thoreau, a man who was much inclined to stay put, once famously remarked that he was “well-traveled in Concord,” by which he meant that there was more than one road to knowledge and understanding. In the sense that we moved through it more slowly, the world was bigger then and travel was both expensive and romantic, but Thoreau doubted that seeing the world, at least the way a tourist sees it, was the way to wisdom. Far better, he thought, to observe one thing well and truly. Patrisha McLean would agree. Her portraits of Camden/Rockport residents are fascinating glimpses of individual lives that, when taken together, reveal something about the larger community.

      “They say you can’t get ink stains out of a doll,” Evelyn Richards tells Patrisha in one interview, “but you can.” On this point she speaks with authority, clearly confident that she’s speaking to someone who’s interested and listening carefully. Indeed, Patrisha has a gift for getting “her people” to go on record, their statements as specific and idiosyncratic as the speakers themselves, who stare out at us, as if seeking our recognition, from simple but remarkable photographs. “I know her,” we think, glancing from text to photo and back again, by which we probably mean that we’ve seen this woman or this man or this child around town.

      But reading on, we discover just how wrong we are. For instance, until Evelyn Richards informs us in her own words, we have no idea that she’s repaired and restored thousands of dolls, made clothing for them, and cut their hair before sending them to desperately poor children all over the world. It’s something that Evelyn herself doesn’t find all that remarkable, no more remarkable than the fact that she herself never had a doll as a child because “there was never money.” And just that quickly, idiosyncrasy pivots, morphing into something as universal as yearning.

      Patrisha McLean’s people are like that, often revealing more of themselves than they meant to, both in words and in their photographs. They tell us what they love and hate and fear and desire, what they dream about and have given up on. They tell us what it feels like to be homeless, overworked, jobless, married, unwed, widowed, affluent, broke, lost and found, all in this place we call home. They are painters, boat builders, students, teachers, lobstermen, store clerks, window cleaners, pharmacists, cannery workers, soldiers, postal workers, and groundskeepers. One restores old fire trucks. They are, in other words, us—more diverse than we imagine, more complex, more interesting, richer, poorer, more alone, and, yes, paradoxically, more connected.

      Richard Russo

    

  


  
    
      Life at Sidewalk Level

      I lived in big cities all my life until I moved to Camden, Maine, population 5,000, with my husband to raise our family.

      Settling into a small town and getting to really know my neighbors was a revelation. In order to celebrate the extraordinary people I felt privileged to know, I began a feature for the Camden Herald that is the basis for this book.

      How did I choose my subjects? Some I have known and admired for a very long time. My five-foot-eleven son needed a booster seat when he first sat in the Jones boys’ barber chair, and a daughter who is now in college kept her faith in the Easter bunny as she patted the furry paw covering Debbie Ward’s hand.

      Some subjects came to me as gifts. I knew Nellie Hart as the matriarch of the feisty Hart family. It wasn’t until Jay Fischer told me there was a lady who had been watching basketball games at the high school gym for seventy years that I realized she had a whole other persona.

      Then there are the people I would have never known had it not been for this project. For years, driving my kids to the high school at seven a.m., I passed a grizzled man sitting in front of an empty garage, facing traffic in his lawn chair, cigarette in one hand, beer in the other. One day on my drive home, I gathered the nerve to stop and discovered Leroy Dodge. He died a year later, and every time I drive by the abandoned property I am thankful that one time I didn’t pass him by.

      I regret that, because of space constraints, some of my favorite neighbors and story subjects are not in this book. Each, however, remains an integral thread of the tapestry that makes up this project and this community.

      —P. M
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      Evelyn Richards

      Making sure a child has something to hug
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      In the Millville house where Evelyn was born, dolls are everywhere. They crowd together in medicine cabinets, sprawl across the bed and dining room table, and pop out of bulging plastic garbage bags in the bathtub.

      “He was open in the back and I had to stitch him together,” she said of a teddy bear as she picked it up. “Feel him. Isn’t he soft? Isn’t he loveable?”

      Evelyn is on a mission to fix old dolls and place them in the loving arms of poor children around the world. She starts with bagfuls she buys for a dollar at the Salvation Army store, and then begins “the process.”

      “The only ones I throw away are ones I can’t imagine a child wanting,” she said. “I throw away very, very few.” She examines a boy doll. “I don’t see any stains on him, but he don’t look exactly clean to me, so he’ll get a bath.” If the hair is choppy, “you just cut it a little.” Faded denim overalls cover a bear. “They’re made from an old pair of Clifton’s pants,” she said, referring to her husband. Dozens of outfits were created from a single bed sheet. “I was brought up in the Depression,” said the eighty-two-year-old. “You were lucky to have a house over your head. When I was six, my father won a doll. I had it for Christmas, then in the spring it was stolen. Never saw it again. There was no money to buy another one, and I never asked.”

      Her working years were spent in woolen mills and sardine canneries. “I didn’t have a lot of money to play with, but once every two or three months I’d find a doll I liked. If it wasn’t too expensive, I bought it.” Her first purchases, five perfect porcelain dolls, still sit high atop a cabinet above the fray in her house.

      Ten years ago, a fellow Seventh Day Adventist told Evelyn he was planning a missionary trip. She sent him off with twenty-five suitcases full of old dolls made new, and she’s been hard at it ever since.

      A Maine charity once picked up “four or five hundred pounds” of refurbished dolls. But Evelyn prefers that her dolls go to those who need them the most, and that usually means beyond U.S. borders. “Even the poorest of children here, the absolute poorest children, are rich, aside of those people down there,” she said, referring to the impoverished nations visited by members of her church.

      Evelyn has never been outside the United States but she enjoys looking at photos of her dolls in exotic lands. “Some have gone to Mexico. Some have gone to Ecuador. It does my heart good to know that when a child goes to bed, they have something to hug.”

      [image: EvelynRichards.tif]Breathing life into old dolls

      Equipment: A 1947 Singer sewing machine. “I paid $150 for that machine. I had someone who used to service it, but I have an idea he’s died.”

      Trade secret: Oxy acne lotion. “They say you can’t take ink stains out of a doll, but you can.”

      Words to live by: “If I was going to have a doll, it would be a soft one.”

      Favorite place: A startling azalea and rhododendron garden, hidden at the edge of her property, that was propagated from a few tiny plants bought twenty-five years ago. “I go up there, and it seems like the load just drops off my shoulders.”

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Chuck Berry

      If something’s old, it’s valuable to someone
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      Chuck is a junk hound and proud of it. “I’ll take just about anything if I can turn a buck on it.” His property backs up to the town cemetery, and the junk strewn across it lends an otherworldly feel captured perfectly by a Nevada license plate nailed to his mailbox. It reads, “aliens.”

      Chuck’s junk hound roots run deep. “My grandfather lived by the barter system. He would go down to the harbor, get a barrel of mackerel, then go up country and trade fish for potatoes, turnips, and chickens. He’d come back with a truckload of groceries, so to speak.” These days, Chuck makes part of his living cleaning out neighbors’ attics and garages. “I’ll take all your junk if you give me everything,” he said, stressing that he wants junk, not trash.

      “I bring the value up by torch refinement—burning off all the bad stuff.” He repairs and cleans antique fixtures, furniture and appliances, and sells aluminum, copper and brass for scrap.

      The Camden area waste transfer station “has always been considered a well-to-do dump,” and for twenty years he went twice a day: “Kind of like going into a super- market without a list.” Fear of lawsuits eventually resulted in a scavenging ban. Chuck spoke fondly of the good old days, such as the time a small oil painting plucked from the dump netted him $1,800 from an auction house. “If something’s a hundred years old and it’s well painted, framed, and signed, it usually has value.” Chuck’s best dump day ever was when local high school kids were hauling trash to raise money for a class trip. “They were throwing away copper pipes, brass. As soon as the kids came in, I was taking it off their truck. They loved it because they didn’t have to touch the stuff.” The students’ last load, thirty cast-iron toys from the 1930s, in mint condition and worth hundreds of dollars each, points to why he chose his life’s work: “People love a deal, and you find it at the dump.”

      [image: 02-2-ChuckBerry.tif] Living off the dump

      When he’s not scavenging: Chuck volunteers at the food pantry, looks out for elderly neighbors, and is a loving father to two boys.

      Favorite childhood memory: Millville used to be home to tens of thousands of chickens that were raised in what’s now the powder mill trailer park. After watching the TV show Rawhide, “We opened the door and let a few thousand out so we could do round-ups.”

      Other jobs held: For pocket money during high school, he dug graves.

      Pick of the litter: “The Italian stuff. I’m no fashion nut, but I can tell a nice pair of European-made shoes as opposed to ones from Taiwan.”

      Words to live by: “I think I’ve taken away some of the stigma associated with dump-picking. Instead of living off the land, you’re living off the dump.”
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