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This is the "Home Is Where I Make It" oral history project. Today is March 31, 2001, in
Portland, Maine. I am Vanesa Saric, and I am interviewing Ms. Beverly Bowens. Ms.
Bowens, thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this project. For the record, can you
please spell your first name and last name for me?
My first name is Beverly-B-e-v-e-r-1-y; my last name is Bowens-B-o-w-e-n-s.

Thank you. I'd like to begin by asking you some biographical questions. When and where
were you born?
I was born in Portland, Maine, 1934.

Can you tell me something about your family background?
My family background. I have one brother who's older than I am. I was born in Portland. I grew
up on Munjoy Hill. I went to the local schools, graduated from Portland High School. After
graduation from high school, I went to Mercy Hospital School of Nursing where I completed my
nurse's training, after which time I left and went to New York for the purpose of going to
college.

Can you tell me your parents' names and something about them?
My father was born in Kenosha, Wisconsin. My mother was born in Portland, as were her
parents, and my great grandfather was born in Portland, and my great grandmother was born in
New Hampshire.

How many siblings do you have?
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One.

One? Where are they now-Where is he now?
My brother lives here in Portland.

What was life like for you as a child?
Well, I would have to say it was probably not that much different from any other child in
Portland. My mother was very strict with us, extremely strict. My father was a little bit easier.
We had a lot of acquaintances in Portland, friends, and I still see some of them now. And I
would say it was a relatively happy childhood.

What is your educational background? How did you like school?
I loved school. I graduated-I went to North School, which is now, I believe, an assisted living
facility. I went to Jack Junior High School, which is now an elementary school. I graduated from
Portland High, as I said, and I went into Mercy. And when I graduated from Mercy, I took off for
New York City for the purpose of going to college, which I did, and I'm a graduate of Teacher's
College at Columbia University. I received my bachelor's in nursing; I received a master's in
nursing administration, and I later on went back and got a master's in institutional education.

What kind of jobs have you had in your life?
Starting when? [laughter] When we were growing up in Portland, most of the young people in
Portland had jobs after school. I worked at Mercy Hospital three to seven, every other day; there
was a limited number of hours that we could work.. First, I worked in the kitchen as did
everybody else my age-14 years old-washing dishes. Then when I was a senior I used to dust in
the operating room.

Can you tell me something about your own family? Something about your own family-do
you have kids?
My own family. I was married to a surgeon who died shortly after I was married; three years
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after I was married. I have one child, Alison. And I have a granddaughter and I have a brand
new grandson-relatively new grandson.

How many children do you have?
One.

Where are your children today?
They are in San Francisco, California.

What are they doing?
My son-in-law is a classical musician who coaches opera singers. And my daughter works at
California Pacific Medical Center in their breast cancer facility.

You already mentioned that you have a granddaughter. Can you just tell me something
about her?
Oh, she's gorgeous. [laughter]. She is eight years old. Her father was a musical prodigy, he
started playing piano when he was three. My granddaughter does not have that yet but she's
very, extremely bright. She's in a class for gifted children. She doesn't seem to have an interest
in music. The last I heard, she wanted to be a Pokemon trainer-whatever that is-or a
paleontologist. She's very brainy-geared toward technology, engineering. Dinosaurs she loves.

Now I'd like to talk to you about family and community traditions. How long have you
been in Maine?
I was born in Maine and I left when I was 21, and I was gone for about 35, 40, years. And I came
back, as most of us do.

How do you think that living in Maine affected your family life experience?

As I mentioned, I don't feel that it was any different than any other family in Maine. I think I am
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very Maine oriented. I am very loyal to Maine. When I went to New York and anyone said
anything about Maine, I was very much on the defensive. So, all I can say is that I am a Maine
person and that will never change. When I went to New York., it was okay. I'm not a
cosmopolitan person, although I loved New York. But you feel that thls is a part of your home.
Your upbringing. Maine people, I feel, are very diligent in their work. And that was the effort
that we were all brought up with.

What are some differences you find between living in Maine and some other states?
Actually, I'm a product of my environment. So when I went to New York, I had difficulty
getting used to, for instance, going to a party, 8 o'clock.. And even though in New York a party
starts at eight, no one comes until ten. I go to bed early, and I get up very early. And thls is
something that I found a little bit different when I was in New York. I'm just not a New Yorker,
although I enjoyed it very much and I miss it very much. But I'm still really more of a New
Englander.

What was your experience raising children?
It was very difficult because my husband died when my daughter was 18 months old, and I did
not remarry. It was horrendous, absolutely horrendous. And I think all of the problems that
working parents have now in terms of day care, balancing a career with your home life, it was
extremely difficult, extremely difficult. My daughter, I'm glad she was a daughter because it's
much easier, here alone, but I would not wish it on anyone. It was very, very difficult. At one
point, I went back to college , and that was difficult trying to balance the school, the work, and
the caring, raising the chlld.

What differences do you think there are between then, raising children then and now?

When I was growing up we did not have the freedom that chlldren bad. We were not allowed to
talk. I can remember my mother bringing my brother and myself whenever we had company.
And she would say 'say hello to Mr. or Mrs. So-and-so,' and then you were excused. Chlldren
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were heard but not seen. There was a strong respect for the parents. If there weren't, you'd hear
about it. We did not have the television, we did not have the computers; our entertainment was
what we bad at home. Our big thing was listening to the radio and going to the movies. But...

In what ways were you involved in your children's lives to help them to succeed in life?
Well , I don't know. That's very difficult. Who knows what a success is. Some people don't
know until they ' re forty or fifty. I think with the children today , if you can get them through
school , academically and economically, that's pretty good. If you can keep them away from
drugs or alcohol, I think that ' s something to be accomplished today. I can't think of anything
that I did that was special. I don't know if my daughter is a success; she' s doing well , but you
would have to ask her if she ' s a success. I think most parents then and today try to do the best
they can with their children , so I don't know. She' s a very charitable person, I think, and a
caring person, and a very tolerant person. And that's all I ask.

What are some of the most important holidays that you celebrate?

I love Christmas. My daughter was born on Christmas Day. I always loved Christmas , even as a
child. Well , I like every day. I try to make every day a little meaningful; it doesn 't always work,
but...

What special traditions do you have, do you and your family have on these holidays?
Well , like any New England family, for Christmas we'll have a turkey, went to church. I don't
think it was any different than anyone else in Maine.

Were these traditions passed on to you by your parents or grandparents?
I didn't know my grandparents, but I would say by my parents , by my friends and their families.

What is the most important lesson you have learned from your parents?
Well , [laughter] well , as I say, they were very strict with me, particularly , because I was the girl.
I think most of the children were influenced by their parents. I think the person that really
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influenced me a great deal and really prepared me for life was Sister Consuela, who was the
director of nursing at the time I went in. She had a wonderful philosophy about life-how to deal
with bad situations, good situations, how to view the persons that we were caring for. So I think
that probably helped me a great deal, as opposed to my parents. I mean, you did what your
parents said and no questions, but I think Sister Consuela really gave us all a sense of the
meaning of our profession, a meaning of life, a meaning of value. And I think if anyone asked me
who had the greatest influence on me I would have to say Sister Consuela.

Do you ever have family reunions?
Not really. There will be a family reunion coming up on my father's side in Wisconsin, but I
don't know ifl'll be able to attend. I attend my husband's family reunions.

What was it like? What were they like?

It was very interesting. I met my husband in New York, but he was from Massachusetts. So,
when I met his mother and father, they had ties to Portland, which was quite typical I think. So
when I left there, I met people that knew my family. I met acquaintances. I guess sometimes they
had socialized way back-'20s, '30s-so it was an extremely interesting, and we never knew that.
We never knew that.

What can you tell me about your neighborhood? Your neighborhood now or ...
Growing up? I prefer to think of the neighborhood when I was growing up, which was Munjoy
Hill. And it was a wonderful neighborhood, although we probably didn't realize it at the time.
But looking back, it was quite nice. Both my mother and father worked, so the neighbors used to
watch us. And I used to say we had Irish grandparents because you had to behave no matter
what. We could not be rude to the neighbors. As I say my parents were strict. And even though
they weren't home, they made sure there was no question that we would not be in the house at 5
o'clock. In the summertime, the neighbors used to take me to the beach every day. The Eastern
Promenade. We were a very close neighborhood. I still see some of my classmates and it's like
we never had left, except that we've got a little older. But it was a close neighborhood. We used
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to have friends that we would play with. What we used to do is climb fences. Now this was a
big thing , climbing all these back fences. And that was one of our things , climbing everybody ' s
fences. So ...

Did your neighborhood have any traditions or annual activities that drew people together?
Well, the big thing I remember was St. Peter's annual bazaar , which is still going. That was a
nice thing. We had a public market which is not like the one we have now, but it used to be
down on Federal Street, just behind Lincoln Park. And that was a beautiful thing to see. The
farmers would come in, they would have everything. There are many pleasant memories. Very,
very pleasant memories.

The third topic is activism and leadership. What community or religious groups have you
participated in during your life so far?
Actually I didn't do too much. I mean, I went to church. I did a lot in my work as a nurse. I was
involved in multiculturalism in terms of recruiting nurses. There was a terrible shortage of
nurses at one point. In my position , I was a director of nursing. I had a lot to do with affirmative
action in my work. I tend to be quite low key. I don't like to participate where people can see
me. I'm a quiet type of person , and I feel that I can accomplish much more by actually staying
out of the limelight.

What roles did you play in these groups? You kind of explained it.
I had a lot to do with hiring, which did involve affirmative action. I had a lot to do with labor
relations, an awful lot of arbitration negotiations. But, as I say, there are ways you can be an
activist quietly, and I tend to do that.

What were some of the contributions that you made in your community?
I don't know that I've made any contribution, per se, but in terms of my work, I think nurses
make a great number of contributions to the community. We became very much involved. We
had worked with gangs which was a very interesting thing because everybody would put the
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gangs down , and yet the gangs were the ones that saw that the children were fed for breakfast
before they went to school. So you sort of have mixed emotions, and you have to evaluate what
is going on. I have not been back in Portland that long, but most of the work we do as nurses , it
encompasses a lot of community involvement.

What do you feel or think about your participation in these groups?
I think it's very important that you know what is going on in your community and why. I
thoroughly enjoyed it. It gave me an understanding of what life is all about , and it was entirely
different from what we found in Portland when I was growing up. We tend to make judgments, a
lot of judgments , and you really are not in a position to make a judgment unless you know the
cause or things that go on.

Can you tell me about any particular challenges that you or your family faced?
I think just living was a challenge. My parents both were children of the Depression , so there
was that challenge right there. I think being Black was a challenge , although not as much in my
mind as a child. It was when I grew up that it was a challenge. Just getting through, getting
through college was a challenge. Every day is a challenge.

How did you face and overcome these challenges?
Again , I think a lot of it I would have to attribute to Sister Consuela and her philosophy of life
and living. Many things I tend to ignore for the greater cause. There are many things that I had
to ignore to do my work as a nurse, as a supervisor. There were many things that I had to ignore
in order to go to college. When I was a director of nursing and we would have to assign private
duty nurses to patients, there were those patients who would not want a Black nurse, who would
not want a nurse from another country. And you have to play it a little bit by ear because very
often a nurse from another country might be more qualified for a particular condition. With the
secretaries I bad , they didn ' t want me to see that a patient did not want a Black nurse, so they
would try to cover it up. But when you have a job to do you have to focus on the job. I think you
have to focus on the job and do the best job that you can. And I thought a lot of Sister Consuela
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with her standards. I have very high standards for a nurse. And I think that's just something, you
just have to work your way around it for the greater cause.

What is the relationship between your family's success and your participation in the
community?
Well, I don't know what is a success. I was pretty much on my own growing up. I was very
quiet, very shy. And I think that goes back, when you asked me that question-you're asking a
Maine person. Because we're very determined, we're very determined to do a good job, and
there was no question.

Who do you see in the community as a leader?
I see a lot of people as leaders. I see you ladies as potential leaders. I would say that anybody
who contributes something to the community is a leader. When I was doing my work,
particularly as a director of nursing, I could not consider myself a leader, although in title I was.
I would see the nurses and staff as leaders because without them I could not lead. [side B] I think
there is the potential for everybody to be a leader. I know the governor is a leader, I know the
president is a leader, but in my mind, they are only as good the people that they lead and vice
versa. So ...

Who sees you as a leader?
I beg your pardon?

Who sees you as a leader?
I don't know that anybody does, really. When I was working, of course, my staff saw me as a
leader, but I was very flexible with them. And, again, I say if it weren't for the staff! could not
accomplish my goals and vice versa. I did set the standards for them, however, but I can't see
myself as a leader. I see myself as a person, and if I can help or contribute in some way fine. But
somebody else can do it just as well.
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What are some special and unique things about the African American community here in
Portland?

Again, I don't think there's anything unique about an African American person. I see every
single person as being unique. And I think it is this uniqueness that should bring us all together
and make us strong. I think it will take all ofus to make Maine what we would like it to be. To
make us strong, to make us economically viable. I don't think we're that unique. There are
problems, but again we just have to work our way through it. And I think we have to be tolerant
of what we have here. We're all very valuable. If you-and again being a nurse-if you see
somebody have surgery, once they open that abdomen it's all the same. When you put them back
together, there are variations-the color, culture-but basically they're all the same. So when you
ask me about uniqueness, yes. I have been exposed to discrimination, but I can't let it prevent
me from what has to be done. And when I see young people, when I see the culture-this was a
thing when I came back to New York-the multiculturalism in the city didn't bother me at all
because I had been exposed to some of them. And there is a lot of strength, a lot of strength, that
can be received from this multiculturalism.

What did you bring today that has a special meaning for you?

Well, I brought a picture. I had many things to bring, but I brought this picture. Everybody loves
this picture. It's a picture of my brother and myself. This was taken in 1937. It was taken at a
drugstore on the comer of Lafayette Street and Congress Street, called Rankin's Drugstore. And
my brother and I were playing outside and this photographer came and asked us if we'd like to
have our picture taken-which you would not do today, but...And he took us into this drugstore
and bought us these ice cream sodas. But it's very close to me because of the drugstore itself.
This is an old time drugstore which you do not see hardly any more. This is the marble table top.
Nabs was a popular cracker; it's like, they were cookies, like Oreos. These particular ones were.
And that was a treat for us. The Orange Crush came like this, not like you see now. You know
when they made a sundae, they really made a hot fudge sundae; it was really hot fudge. And
this picture occasionally is on display in the Portland Public Library. But I particularly like it
because of the decor of the drugstore. The wood was all mahogany. And it brings back pleasant
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memories of the drugstores. I remember the color of the dress that I had. And the other thing my
daughter's telling me about this picture- and she wants it-that my granddaughter looks like me
here. So that's what I selected, although I had many things to bring. [laughter]

Is there anything else you would like to add to this interview about your family, your
community, or personal leadership?
Not really. As we get older, and everyone says we reminisce; I don 't believe we reminisce as
much as evaluate our lives. And in evaluating it, I would say that I had a wonderful childhood
here on Munjoy Hill. Professionally , I think I did pretty well. It was difficult, very difficult. But
leadership , I don 't know. I think I did pretty well, at least they told me as far as my work went.
I've had an interesting life. There are things that I would have done differently. I wish I were
richer [laughter] , but I think it's just life. I don't know what to tell you, except to tell you as
young people , just go along, don't be disappointed. I did have many disappointments; I think
the biggest one, of course, was my husband dying suddenly. But right now I want to enjoy
everything because I do have the time now.

Thank you for allowing me to interview you today. This is the end of the "Home Is Where

I Make It" interview with Ms. Bowens.
You' re welcome. Thank you.
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