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  To my granddaughters, Elise and Hannah, who are beginning to find their own voices.




  


  


  





  INTRODUCTION


  




  





  I have always done everything that Fred Astaire did, except that I did it in high heels and going backward.




  —Ginger Rogers, 1911–1995




  Why this book? That I grew up with and have known several strong women is insufficient. I have seen women be too timid to state what is truly on their mind, withhold their views to keep the peace, or feel that their advice would not be heeded even if advanced. Those reasons too are not enough.




  It wasn’t until I came across a certain quote by Gloria Steinem that I fully understood what prompted this book. It helped explain an egregious sexist put-down of my wife, Lolly. In a 1972 issue of MS magazine, Steinem wrote: “Any woman who chooses to become a full human being must be prepared to take on the armies of the status quo, who will try to turn her into something of a dirty joke; that is their first and primary weapon.” Steinem’s words described perfectly my wife’s put-down, in the face of which she and ten other professional women remained silent.




  The situation that got my attention was Lolly’s attempt to offer a dissenting opinion at a board meeting. The head of the board, her Harvard Business School instructor many years back, agreed to hear her opinion, then announced that he had tried to look up her grades but couldn’t find them. “I guess I didn’t keep the ladies’ grades. I only kept the men’s. But I remember telling the ladies not to be afraid to challenge the status quo. Well, so much for that advice!” Then, after laughing uproariously at his “joke,” he turned to my wife and asked if there was anything more she wanted to say.




  Her battle wasn’t mine to fight but could I do anything that might bolster the self-assurance of today’s young women to deal with such an attack? I began thinking of the strong women I had known. The most memorable older woman in my life was my grandmother. As a girl, she loved to ride horseback but refused to ride sidesaddle, which was the custom in the late 1800s. She also loved to ride alone in the Pennsylvania woods. So her father gave her a .32-caliber revolver and taught her how to use it. When she tired of waiting for her shy suitor to ask for her hand in marriage, she said to him sweetly one day. “I hope our children will be very happy.” They married and had five children before her husband died young, at forty-five. She raised the children herself. Although she was not formally educated (girls back then received tutoring), she was extremely well read and could recite long passages of poetry from memory. It was a privilege to be with her, obey her, learn from her, and have her join in our activities, even mountain climbing until she was well into her seventies. Unconventional to the end, she requested that her ashes be scattered on her favorite trail and that no plaque ever be erected in her honor.




  Another strong woman I knew was Susan Lewis, just under six feet tall and weighing close to two hundred pounds. She was a registered nurse with four older, bigger brothers who were protective of her. Because of them, she had few dates and despaired of ever having a social life in her home environment. In the mid-1950s she signed on as a missionary nurse in Fort Yukon, Alaska, on the Arctic Circle, where the sun doesn’t rise in winter. Her summer beat was the settlements, mining camps, and logging operations along seven hundred miles of the Yukon River, which she traversed in a johnboat with only a native guide for company. She’d set up her traveling clinic at each stop and tend to wounds, broken limbs, and an occasional serious operation. which she carried out while in radio contact with the lone doctor at the home clinic. When I saw her several years later, she never mentioned fear, just the job that had to be done. She had numerous suitors, although she chose none of them.




  I knew other women who were not all they could have been. A budding artist wouldn’t show her work for many years because she felt it wasn’t good enough. A woman I grew up with had been brainwashed into believing that women were second-class citizens. Another friend, afraid she wouldn’t be advanced because of her gender, didn’t try to get a better job. All of these—the successes, the lack of self-confidence, the put-downs—are my inspiration for this book.




  I have known for a long time that women tell their stories to other women and that these stories become every woman’s story. I decided to gather together a number of stories that strong, independent women tell about themselves and their achievements in order to form a collective message. This message is to all women that they can do anything they set out to do. I wanted to include stories of women who overcame tremendous difficulties. I wanted to present the choices women have to make to balance work and other elements of their lives. I decided to find a group of role models—women who have been successful in nontraditional careers—so women reading about other women could say, “Hey, I could do that.” Who knows, perhaps such stories could help men as well by leveling the field between women and men and helping eradicate some of the patriarchal hierarchy, which is slowly being nudged aside but still exists.




  Of the many women who told me their stories and dreams, thirty­two are profiled here. This book belongs largely to these women. Although more than half of them came here from other parts of the country, the scope of this book is limited to women now working and living in Maine. This is because I live here and because something about this state seems to promote independent thinking. Not only was Margaret Chase Smith the first woman senator in the country, the state now has two women senators, an Independent governor, and a sizeable and growing number of women legislators.




  I decided early to largely exclude women who had risen already to high positions or who were highly visible. I wanted women who could be accessible role models. The women I chose are married, with and without children, or are single, divorced, partnered, or single moms. Some are “from away” some are true Mainers. They live in all parts of the state. Although most are Anglo-Saxon, there are representatives of other ethnic groups, including Native Americans, African Americans, Asian Americans and Jews. They participate or have been involved in well over seventy different occupations, most of which were not open to women until the last few decades.




  Although their stories are different, they all celebrate the remarkable resilience of the human spirit. What these women have in common is intelligence, passion, and enthusiasm; a belief in their own abilities; and a go-to place for spiritual help or recharging their batteries. They have developed a sure sense of who they are or are working hard to achieve it. Without exception they are highly moral, in the sense that they remain true to their own selves, although a number live unconventional lives.




  Presenting such a diverse group of women has been a challenge. How to best arrange their stories so that the reader can easily refer to those dealing with their own interest? An alphabetical listing is of little help; sorting them by some motivational distinction leads to making subjective judgments. The one chosen is listing them by their primary area of current involvement—current because many of these women have done numerous things in their lives.




  Were these women influenced by common factors? No. Their backgrounds, whether they had strong role models or weak ones, or whether they had to fight for independence, are as diverse as the individuals themselves. Some, but far from all, did have a parent or grandparent who encouraged them to be all they could be. But what seems to count most is that almost all have an inborn “feisty spirit”—an attitude that carves out its own sphere of independence regardless of what messages are being received. In a few, such a spirit developed because of a particular event; in some others, it grew or formed in response to being overcontrolled by a parent, but in many it appears to be an inborn belief in themselves that appeared very early




  Working on this book has proven to be one of the most exciting and rewarding experiences of my life, as well as a tremendous learning opportunity. I have had the rare chance to meet and get to know many remarkable women. They have shared stories about personal areas of their lives. They have shown me that women can do anything they set out to do, and in some areas are better able than men to handle a job. I refer here to their strengths in verbal communication, their ability to handle several tasks at the same time, and their desire for consensus in achieving a goal. Additionally, women appear to have a greater need for community: They are the keepers of our rituals, the guardians of our young.




  After reading these profiles, it is not a big leap to conclude that if women receive greater encouragement to become all they can be, they can excel in any occupation for which they develop a passion. To quote one of these extraordinary women: “The only limits on a young woman’s options and choices are the limits she puts on herself.” That is the message of this book.




  Camden, Maine




  


  


  





  FOREWORD


  




  By Lyn Mikel Brown




  Associate Professor of Women’s Studies, Education, and Human Development at Colby College




  My mother’s mother was one of seven sisters; her grandmother was one of five. There were a few brothers scattered here and there, but women defined the family spirit. My mother was an only daughter, tied by a single resolute thread to a formidable matriarchy. The daughters of Roix were ancestors of Huguenots who escaped to New Brunswick, Canada and Washington County, Maine from France. Renegades all of them. Feisty and tireless women, they passed on a mixture of radical independence, stubbornness, and a particularly intense flavor of love and responsibility. My six great-aunts helped raise my mother—doted on her, challenged her, fought with her. They were everything to me as a child—old women, other mothers, safe havens, teachers, muses. They were women of the Earth. One great-aunt taught me to cook my first pie and to crochet, another to walk in the woods and find spruce gum to chew, another to fish from the bridge beside the dam, another to cherish long canoe rides to deserted beaches and once there to find sea glass and jasper. They were, above all, women of spirit, old souls who rejoiced in one another. Fearless and buoyant, they were unafraid of what cruelties the world might hand them. They were funny, irreverent, and loud, and they loved with an intensity that oozed from their pores and filled the cracks of their old houses with warmth in winter. My mother is like them in so many ways. We were poor when I was young. My mother cared for four children and an ill mother-in-law while my father left, for a week at a time, to work on the railroad. She sewed new clothes, she mended old ones; she put wigs on old dolls, dressed them up, and put them under the Christmas tree. She saved everything—paper, string, boxes, bits of material. Nothing wasted. And she loved us—loves us still—like a mother bear, with the force and fullness she inherited from a maternal lineage as old as the Maine hills.




  I carry these women with me. They ground me. They are the ancestors I cry out to in moments of despair, the muses I call on when my creative juices have run dry and I feel discouraged and hopeless. Forget about it, they would cackle. Let’s take a walk in the woods, look at the robin and her chicks on the highest branch, paint this dresser mint green, have some soup. What do you care what they think?




  I love this book because it is filled with the voices of those women who taught me the most about how to live. The advice and wisdom I thought defined my family alone weave through the pages, passed down in loving memory. Other women have learned the same lessons, I see. Other women from a great variety of backgrounds and experiences were loved and challenged in ways that brought their lives to creative fruition. What do they care what others think? You are your passion, they tell us. Love hard. Push your own limits. Make the world a more beautiful place. This is wisdom that comes from the school of hard knocks, that says even if you don’t have a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of, you have choices and your world turns on them. This book is a promise to generations of Maine girls that there are countless pathways to fulfillment, to economic security, to self-respect, and to pleasure in life pathways limited only by our own creativity and our willingness to work hard and believe in ourselves.




  In Maine we know about hard work, of course; it’s a knowledge that runs through our veins. Most of us have had to piece life together at some point or another; we’ve had to fix our own toilets, clean our own houses, make a Christmas turkey last into February. The women in our pasts too often nurtured their passions in the fractured spaces between caring for others, in moments bent over the ironing board, between loads of laundry. The women in this book pay homage to such resolve and creativity, grabbing hold of what once was so elusive to all but a chosen few. They show us that passion nurtured, fed on the light and fresh air of devotion, determination, and some measure of support from somewhere or someone, turns into a meaningful and chosen life. Such a life has many names, many identities; it is not trapped in the monochromatic, but is a prism, a dizzying array of colors that shocks us with its patterned brilliance. We can have this kind of life, these women tell us. We can have it whether or not we have money or a lot of education, although clearly these gifts make the path smoother. We can have it even if someone has tried to beat the living tar out of us or has told us over and over again how worthless we are. We can create a life that is joyous and worth living, that is ours alone.




  My great grandmother and her sisters, my grandmother and her sisters, would love this book. They would sit at their kitchen tables and ooh and aah over these brave, wild, fearless women and they would count themselves among them. I see this book not only as a gift to our daughters, but a wonderful testimony to the many invisible and unnamed Maine women who have come before.
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  AGRICULTURE AND FISHING



  




  Classic overachiever and risk taker




  LINDA GREENLAW




  Isle au Haut, Maine Born 1960




  Swordfishing boat captain, lobster fisherman, author




  For many living on the coast of Maine, inshore fishing is a way of life and a time-honored profession. This is particularly true of island communities with no other way to make a living. It is arduous work, whether fishing for lobsters, clamming, trawling for scallops or shrimp, or engaging in the newer industry of salmon farming. It is also not without risk; there is no guaranteed income and, as with all work in New England waters, it involves dealing with fog and bad weather. There are also occasional accidents, sometimes resulting in death. At the same time it means independence, where hard work can produce its own rewards, and there is a rhythm and a feeling of satisfaction in this way of life.




  There is another not so visible fishing industry—offshore fishing, where big boats go out to the banks to long-line for swordfish. With modern equipment and refrigeration, these boats stay out for thirty days or more at a stretch. If they’re lucky, they may return with 50,000 pounds of fish. With a good catch, the rewards in crew shares can be significant. But the reverse can also be true, because all the costs of operating the boats are taken out first. The risks are proportionally greater than for inshore fishing. So are the hardships of being at sea continuously for thirty days at a time—usually with quick turnarounds during the season. It is a lifestyle that makes developing and maintaining a shoreside social life difficult if not impossible. But the excitement of catching fish is a potent force for some.




  It is this offshore fishing that attracted Linda Greenlaw after she graduated from Colby College. Even during college, she shipped out on swordfishing boats during summers to help defray her college costs. It was a natural outgrowth of growing up in a family with its roots on Isle au Haut. Though her father worked at Bath Iron Works and she went to school in Topsham, summers were always spent on the island, where fishing was never far from anyone’s mind. Linda followed this path for seventeen years. She went from being part of the crew to becoming captain of the Gloria Dawn, a long-line swordfishing boat with a crew of five based in Portland. This was her first command, which she had for three seasons.




  After some time and several other boats, Linda took command of the Hannah Boden, another long-liner based in Gloucester, Massachusetts. It was here that she developed the reputation of being one of the best swordfishing captains on the entire East Coast. She was also the only woman captain. The sister ship to the Hannah Boden was the Andrea Gail, the boat and crew whose loss was vividly described by Sebastian Junger in his book The Perfect Storm, and later in the movie of the same name.




  How did Linda develop the desire and confidence to become such an outstanding fishing boat captain? Two stories help illuminate how she was encouraged at a tender age to become who she is. The first occurred when she was seven, during a family summer picnic on an island adjacent to Isle au Haut. Told by one of the adults that the boys should go off and cut marshmallow sticks and the girls should go find driftwood for the fire, Linda ran off with the boys because, as she says, “I had my own jackknife.” Forced to return to go with the girls, she sat down and cried. When her mother asked Linda what was wrong, she replied, “Do I have to be a girl?” Her mother replied, “No, you can be whatever you want to be.” Linda says, “Suddenly, the whole world was right for me. So I ran off to be with the boys.”




  The second event happened while Linda was in high school in Topsham. She was an excellent student and at the top of her class—not, she says, “because I had any particular God-given abilities, but because I was taught to work hard and had always done so.” One day, a teacher whom she adored referred to her as the “classic overachiever.” Linda says, “I was deeply insulted, because it meant I was just average but worked hard. That hurt because I thought I was pretty brilliant at that point in my life! But ... now I’m proud of being an overachiever—I can get very focused on one thing—I can work hard and get good at whatever I want to do.”
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